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This constructivist, qualitative research study explored the experiences of first-generation
students in honors programs and colleges. This study seeks to fill a gap in the literature
regarding students who are both first-generation students and enrolled in honors
programs. First-generation students are estimated to be 56% of the college student
population (RTI International, 2019), but only 28.6% of the honors student population
(National Collegiate Honors Council’s Admissions, Retention, and Completion Survey as
cited by Mead, 2018). Two, semi-structured interviews were conducted with each
participant. The participants in this study included one current student and four recent
alumni who were first-generation students enrolled in honors during their undergraduate
experience at a public, four-year research institution. Inductive and deductive coding
process were used to analyze the data. Six key findings were identified from the data in
this study: financial incentives, competitive advantage, checkbox process, residence hall
community, relationships, and completing the program. The findings from this study
contribute to the small body of knowledge focused on the intersection of first-generation
students who are also honors students. From this study, implications are shared that
address the importance of validating relationships with honors staff and peers and the
need for a review of honors programming to create a culturally responsive environment.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

First-generation college students comprise about one-quarter of the college
undergraduate population (Engle & Tinto, 2008). The experiences of first-generation
students have led to additional supports put in place for these students at institutions of
higher education. Previous studies have documented the barriers that first-generation
students encounter in regard to issues of narrow admission standards (Mead, 2018; Smith
& Zagurski 2013), navigation of college admissions (Moon, 2012; Rosso, 2011), and
underrepresentation (Balzora, 2015; Cognard-Black & Spisak, 2019; Dameron, 2018).
Specifically, Cognard-Black and Spisak (2019) note that first-generation students are
forty percent less likely than their continuing generation peers to members of honors
programs. This study will center the experience of first-generation students to explore
their interpretation of this phenomenon.

Honors programs and colleges were created in response to the standardization of
higher education curriculum (Aydelotte, 1944; Rinn 2003). Honors curricula is focused
on supporting higher level thinking through active participation (Rinn, 2003). Honors
programs and colleges provide an extra layer of distinction along with amenities that can
include smaller course sizes and mentorship opportunities with faculty members (Nichols
& Chang, 2013) as well as specialized learning communities (Rinn, 2004). Honors
programs and colleges impact the experiences of students who are first-generation
enrolled in their programs by providing these amenities and resources.

However, first-generation students are under-represented in the honors programs
at many universities (Cognard-Black & Spisak, 2019). A common perception is that
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honors courses are more difficult thus potentially frightening away first-generation
students who have this perception (Moon, 2012). First-generation students may also be
less likely to hear about opportunities within honors programs due to less exposure to
individuals who have enrolled in and completed honors coursework (Moon, 2012). There
is an opportunity then to enroll more first-generation college students in honors programs
if we can understand their perspectives on honors programs and the enrollment process.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand the experience of
first-generation students and their decisions to enroll and persist in an honors program at
a large, public four-year institution. The phenomenon studied was generally defined as
first-generation students’ enrollment and participation in honors. Many honors programs
require separate application processes or require additional steps in the college
admissions process. This contextual information is more familiar to returning generation
students but may not be as familiar to first-generation students. The goal of this study is
to examine the experience of first-generation students who have navigated the process of
applying to and enrolling into an honors program and their experiences in the program.
While there is much written about experiences of first-generation college students and
another body of literature about honors programs, the literature on the experiences at the
intersection of first-generation and honors student identities is relatively small (CognardBlack & Spisak, 2019; Mead, 2018) and has focused more on quantitative methods that
do not examine students’ motivation. This study furthers the understanding of
experiences for this population of students through qualitative methods that provide data
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based in the targeted students’ perspectives. Educators can develop proactive and
responsive programming that meets their needs and supports their success and
development.
Research Questions
The inquiry in this study is aimed to answer the following questions.

1. How do first-generation college students experience the process of applying to
and enrolling in an honors program?
2. What experiences contribute to first-generation students’ persistence to graduation
in an honors program?
Significance of Study
The significance of this study is two-fold. First, findings in this study are relevant
to understanding the influence honors program has on the experiences of first-generation
students. This includes understanding the history of honors development and its role in
contributing to educational inequity. Secondly, the research findings suggest implications
for expanding the inclusion of underrepresented first-generation students in honors
programs as a practice in educational equity. Additionally, addressing the barriers for
expansion of first-generation students is critical in disrupting unequal opportunities for
social mobility based on collegiate experiences. As higher education institutions face
crises in enrollment, they should identify how to leverage the high-impact practices of
honors programs as a way to sell the worth of a college degree.
The well-intentioned goals of honors were undercut by the colonial system it grew
from. As is described in-depth in Chapter Two, the rise of honors programming after
World War II in the United States was a reaction to the increased standardization of

4
higher education (Rinn, 2003). Honors programming intends to be personalized and
reaches in pursuit of knowledge and its application over a commitment to gradesmanship.
Honors students are expected to pursue knowledge and new experiences as part of their
involvement in the program (Aydelotte, 1944; Wildes, 2015). However, honors spawned
from the concepts inherent to the Rhodes Scholarship and its focus on providing
opportunities only to English-speaking male students.
First-generation students are about 56% of the 2015-16 undergraduate population
which is up from one-fourth of the population about a decade ago (Engle & Tinto, 2008;
RTI International, 2019). Meanwhile, the best estimate of first-generation students’
makeup of the entire honors population nationwide is 28.6% (National Collegiate Honors
Council’s Admissions, Retention, and Completion Survey as cited by Mead, 2018).
However, when looking at the intersecting population of first-generation students in
honors programs, more non-honors students were first-generation than continuinggeneration students (Cognard-Black & Spisak, 2019). First-generation students navigate
barriers and bring unique perspectives to honors programs. The body of literature
surrounding first-generation students clearly notes the overwhelming emotional support
most students receive from their families when it comes to attending college (Gibbons,
Pelchar, & Cochran, 2012; Gibbons, Rhinehart, & Hardin, 2016). The other side is that
first-generation students’ families may not have the personal experience or cultural
familiarity with higher education to know that opportunities like honors exist for their
student (Dameron, 2018; Moon, 2012). Honors programs and colleges often have
separate application process from the regular admissions process. This leads us to assume
barriers in the way of access or a breakdown in the outreach and communication to first-
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generation students. Rosso (2011) discusses the importance of outreach from colleges in
first-generation students navigating college admission. For first-generation students who
desire support in college adjustment and getting involved, honors programs provide
community with staff and fellow students as well as a multitude of experiences (Nichols
& Chang, 2013; Patillo, 2015; Wildes, 2015). Notably, literature focused specifically on
first-generation students navigating and participating in honors programs is limited. This
study hopes to identify what practices and support was critical in the identification of and
subsequent involvement in honors for first-generation students with this lived experience.
Honors programs and colleges can provide multiple benefits to first-generation
students. For high-achieving first-generation students, honors colleges provide small,
engaging classes that were taught by skilled faculty and access to mentors and
opportunities to build professional skills (Hébert, 2018). Honors colleges offer an
intellectual community and help students develop a scholar identity (Hébert, 2018). Firstgeneration students can come from urban, suburban, or rural backgrounds. If their school
district was geographically isolated or underfunded, opportunities to develop that scholar
identity and a circle of intellectually stimulating peers likely could have been scarce
(Hébert, 2018). These students who are academically gifted are done a disservice to their
abilities and potential when honors involvement bypasses them as an eligible participant.
As noted earlier, there is a discrepancy in the enrollment numbers of firstgeneration students enrolled in honors in comparison to the proportion of the college
population they represent (Cognard-Black & Spisak, 2019). When continuing generation
students are the majority of the population being served in honors, a systemic issue may
be raised. Neither equality nor equity is being served at this point. Eligible first-
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generation students are not receiving the same benefits as their continuing generation
peers are through honors enrollment thus not meeting conditions of equality. In terms of
equity and providing students with what they need, an argument can be made that firstgeneration students could benefit as much or more than continuing generation students.
This study provides insight on honors enrollment to the larger context of the
university. The aforementioned benefits of honors enrollment, particularly small classes
with skilled professors and mentorship opportunities, can impact students’ retention to
the institution (Hébert, 2018; Nichols & Chang, 2013). Institutions have an economic
interest in retaining the students they initially admit and enroll. The attrition of students
and the revenue of tuition dollars and fees they provide due to transfer or dismissal is not
in the best interest of the financial wellbeing of the institution. Raisman (2013) conducted
a study of data provided by IPEDS and 1,669 colleges and universities in the United
States. In this study they created a formula to calculate the loss of revenue from students’
current and future semester tuition and fees, use of institution services (parking,
bookstore, etc.) and potential alumni giving. From the 1,669 colleges and universities in
the study, they had a collective revenue loss of almost $16.5 billion dollars in the 201011 academic year. The average loss per public institutions, those that are the focus of this
current study, was $13, 267, 214. Raisman (2013) also notes that 1,132 of the 1,669
institutions in the study had graduation rates of 59% or less. Colleges and universities
that are failing to retain and graduate almost half of their initial enrollment let their
students down and harm their own economic well-being. Approximately 84% of students
who leave their initial institution cite one of these four reasons: the school does not care
about them, they received poor service and treatment, they did not see the school/degree
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as worth it, or they experienced scheduling difficulties (Raisman, 2010 as cited in
Raisman, 2013). The author of the study notes that these are all customer service-related
experiences (Raisman, 2013). Public colleges and universities should consider the
personalized attention, community building (Rinn, 2004; Wildes, 2015), and priority
registration benefits (Kampfe, Chasek, & Falconer, 2016; Nichols & Chang, 2013) of
honors programming as investments in improving retention rates and decreasing lost
revenue due to attrition.
Enrollment and retention of students, particularly those more likely to not
graduate, is incredibly important to post-secondary institutions as a result of current
world circumstances. In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, public four-year institutions,
the institution type of interest in this study, saw a 0.2% increase in enrollment (St.
Amour, 2020). However, overall college enrollment in the fall of 2020 declined by 2.5%
(St. Amour, 2020) with flagship universities and more selective institutions the ones
avoiding enrollment declines (NACE Staff, 2020). The executive director of the
American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers (AACRAO),
Michael Reilly stated that “low-income and first-generation students are choosing not to
enroll this year” (as cited in NACE Staff, 2020, para. 5). Students caught in this turbulent
time may be affected by the high unemployment rates in the United States due to the
pandemic as well as limited access to high-speed internet (NACE Staff, 2020). As firstgeneration students may defer their entrance to college, honors programs and colleges
could see their own decrease in enrollments of this population over the next years. Due to
the high-impact practices utilized by honors facilitators, these programs hold a unique
ability to showcase the worth of tuition and time spent at a four-year institution.
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The findings of this study inform future practice based on current student
experiences. Student affairs practitioners in outreach and recruitment should gain insight
from this study’s findings to address the gap of eligible first-generation students who do
not choose to enroll in an honors program. Honors program staff and faculty should
examine their current retention programming and services to ensure appropriate support
of first-generation students in their program. Through analysis of first-generation
students’ experiences in an honors program, this study demonstrates a case for adapting
current practices.
Background of the Phenomenon
Relevant Terms Definitions
1. First-Generation Students. There are a variety of definitions of first-generation
students. The most commonly agreed upon definition is that neither of their
parents have completed a bachelor’s degree (Engle & Tinto, 2008). For the
purposes of this study the legislative definition utilized by the Higher Education
Act of 1965, 1998 Higher Education Act Amendments (1998) has been selected
to define first-generation students.
(A) An individual both of whose parents did not complete a baccalaureate
degree; or (B) In the case of any individual who regularly resided with and
received support from only one parent, an individual whose only such
parent did not complete a baccalaureate degree (pp. 3-4).
2. Honors Education. The following definition of honors education is provided by
NCHC (2013):
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The National Collegiate Honors Council recognizes an honors college,
program, institute, or equivalent descriptor, as the academic unit on a
collegiate campus responsible for devising and delivering in-class and
extracurricular academic experiences that provide a distinctive learning
environment for selected students. The honors college or program
provides opportunities for measurably broader, deeper, and more complex
learning-centered and learner-directed experiences for its students than are
available elsewhere in the institution; these opportunities are appropriately
tailored to fit the institution’s culture and mission and frequently occur
within a close community of students and faculty. In most cases, the
honors community is composed of carefully selected teachers and students
who form a cross- or multi-disciplinary cohort dedicated to achieving
exceptional learning and personal standards. (NCHC, 2013, p. 1)
3. Honors College. The honors college is a category of honors education that is led
by a dean and is viewed as on par with other academic colleges in the institution
(NCHC Board of Directors, 2014a; 2014b). This study included students from
institutions with an honors college and an honors program.
4. Honors Program. The honors program is a category of honors education that is
led by a director or coordinator role and is viewed as part of a different tier than
the academic colleges at an institution (NCHC Board of Directors, 2014a; 2014b).
A departmental honors program is “restricted to cohorts of students pursuing the
same field of academic study.” (NCHC, 2013, p. 1) The experiences of an honors
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college versus a program for students are minimal as the differences are mainly
limited to their structure as a part of the university.
Background of First-Generation Students and Honors Programs
The literature review will explore the topics of first-generation college students
and the history and impacts of honors program enrollment. Please see Chapter Two:
Literature Review for more information on these topics.
First-Generation College Students
As defined previously, first-generation students are individuals whose parents
have not completed a four-year, bachelor’s degree. Students with elder siblings or
extended family who has completed a four-year degree are still given first-generation
status. First-generation students can represent different racial, socio-economic, religious,
and ethnic backgrounds (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Mead, 2018; Moon, 2012; Rosso, 2011).
This population can hail from rural, suburban, or urban areas and may hold a variety of
social, political, sexual orientation, and gender identities. This is important to note that
first-generation students do not exist as a monolith.
First generation students encounter a variety of issues when it comes to navigating
college admissions. Even though, parents of first-generation college students have not
completed a degree, they are often excited and willing to support their students
(Dameron, 2018). For some first-generation families who also represent low-socioeconomic backgrounds, excitement is later met with concern over financial barriers,
uncertainty of how the process works (Gibbons, Pelchar, & Cochran, 2012; Hébert, 2018)
and if the student will be able to pay back the loans (Rosso, 2011). Gibbons et al. (2012),
makes a point that schools should be providing information on the process to students and
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their parents at the primary and secondary levels. Moon (2012) goes further to suggest
that first-generation students would benefit from additional support during the college
admissions process. Rosso (2011) adds that for first-generation Latinx students, early
outreach that is inclusive to the whole family can ease the journey for these students and
their families.
Recent years have seen an increase in first-generation students in higher education
institutions. Fry and Cilluffo (2019) state that the most prominent rise in attendance of
low-income and minority students has occurred at two-year institutions and leastselective four-year institutions. Even with the increase in numbers of first-generation
students attending higher education, Cognard-Black and Spisak (2019) found that firstgeneration students are “40 percent less likely to be in the honors group” (p.140).
Additionally, Engle and Tinto (2008) note that only “34 percent of low-income, firstgeneration students earned bachelor’s degrees in six years” from public four-year
institutions (p. 2). Looking at the intersecting identities of higher educational status and
honors, several studies have found that honors students are more likely to be continuinggeneration students. Brimeyer, Schueths, & Smith (2014) found that honors students’
fathers had higher educational attainment, while Moon (2012) found a higher
representation of continuing-generation students in the honors population and higher
first-generation in the non-honors population. This understanding of the growth of firstgeneration students in college enrollments is relevant to understanding how and why they
are underrepresented in honors programs.
Honors History
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In order to understand the current context of honors, it is essential to know its
beginnings. Honors education started as a reaction to the increased standardization of
higher education. Honors is designed to encourage a pursuit for understanding knowledge
over the recitation of memorized information. The Oxford Model, where education was
considered a social experience, is considered to be a precursor to modern honors
experiences. Rinn (2003) credits Frank Aydelotte and the influence of his time as a
Rhodes Scholar in the spread of honors throughout the United States. The period
following World War II saw a general increase in enrollment at colleges and universities
which led to a focus on serving the average student (Rinn, 2003). Aydelotte believed that
this was a disservice to academically gifted students as they were not being challenged
(Aydelotte, 1944; Rinn 2003). In his explanation for the need of honors after World War
II, Aydelotte (1944) stated, “each [person] deserves to have [their] own powers
developed to the fullest possible extent” (pp. 7-8). Aydelotte focused on a self-education
model of honors when the program was initiated at Swarthmore (Rinn, 2003). The pursuit
for the understanding of and the ability to apply knowledge was core to early honors
programs. A more detailed exploration of the history of honors programs and their
ancestor, the Rhodes Scholarship, is unpacked in Chapter Two.
Honors Admission Processes
This study is in part concerned with the process through which first-generation
students are admitted into an honors program. Often standardized test scores, like the
ACT and SAT, are used to determine eligibility to admit students who otherwise display
similar qualities of success (Mead, 2018; Smith & Zagurski, 2013). Research in many
categories of education have discussed the prejudicial nature of standardized tests. As
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first-generation students may have intersecting minoritized identities, this historical
approach to honors admissions has not created ideal conditions for their enrollment. This
topic is further discussed in Chapter Two.
The Honors Experience
It is critical to this study to understand students’ motivation in applying to and
enrolling in an honors program or college. From examining the websites and Frequently
Asked Questions (FAQs) of the University of Houston Honors College (Honors FAQs),
University of North Carolina-Charlotte Honors College (Are honors courses more
difficult than other courses?), University of North Texas Honors College (Advising FAQ
honors college), Kent State University (Teaching honors courses), and University of
Central Florida Honors College (FAQ – UCF Burnett Honors College), as examples, it is
clear that the idea of honors as more work is a concern that honors programs and colleges
frequently address. While students may worry that honors courses will be more difficult,
Spisak and Squires (2016) found that students in honors statistically achieved similar
grades in their honors courses as in their non-honors courses. While current literature
may show otherwise, the perception of honors as more work has persisted.
The persistence of the idea that honors is more work complicates and drowns out
many benefits of enrollment. Specifically, for first-generation students, honors may be
seen as more hurdles to jump through in order to reach the practical end of college, a job
(Cognard-Black & Spisak, 2019; Tieken, 2016). The existing literature discusses perks of
small class sizes and faculty relationships (Hébert, 2018; Wildes, 2015) and the learning
environment and priority registration (Nichols & Chang, 2013) as reasons that students in
honors programs may continue their enrollment in them. The role of community
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(Kampfe, Chasek, & Falconer, 2016) and of honors living communities (Rinn, 2004) also
impact the experiences of honors students. This is relevant to this study while I examine
the perspectives of specific to the intersection of first-generation honors students in
regard to the process of applying, enrolling, and continuing enrollment in honors
programs.
Gaps in Literature
The core gap in the literature that this study will address is the lack of
investigation into the experiences of honors and first-generation students. The majority of
literature discussed in Chapter Two is focused on first-generation students or honors
students, with very little addressing the intersection of those two identities. Specific
counts of honors students and their demographic makeup has been difficult to establish
due to the unique nature of many honors programs and lack of national scope in most
empirical articles on the honors population (VanZanten, 2020). This study aims to fill this
existing gap of research concerned with the experiences of first-generation students in
honors programs.
Theoretical Framework Overview
The following theoretical frameworks, community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005)
and the culturally engaging campus environment (CECE) model (Museus, 2014), were
selected to frame the interpretation of data from this research study and its application to
the field. The community cultural wealth model by Yosso (2005) is a critical response to
previous cultural wealth theories that challenges the belief that some communities have
capital while other do not. This supports the centering of an underrepresented population
at the core of this research. Museus’ (2014) CECE model supports the way that a
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culturally validating environment influences the success of students. The use of this
theory supports examination of honors as an environment.
Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth
Yosso (2005) identified six forms of capital that comprises community cultural
wealth. These six forms are: aspirational, linguistic, familial, social, navigational, and
resistant. Yosso’s community cultural wealth framework is a response to Bourdieu’s
theory of social reproduction and its approach focused on the importance of cultural and
social capital in terms of social class status and the dominant class (Ozuna, 2017; Patton,
Guido, Renn, & Quaye, 2016).
Yosso’s community cultural wealth framework was selected in order to
contextualize the participants and their experiences in an asset-based approach due to the
overwhelmingly influence of deficit-approaches in the literature. This framework
naturally lends itself to a focus on students’ stories. Additionally, the cultural community
wealth model has been utilized in examining the experiences of students from
backgrounds containing less inherent privilege in previous studies (Moon, 2012; Ozuna,
2017). This is relevant to the experience of first-generation honors students as many of
these students are more likely to hail from less privileged backgrounds.
Museus Culturally Engaging Campus Environments
Museus (2014) proposed the culturally engaging campus environments (CECE)
model as a critical response to Tinto’s theory of college student success. The CECE
model was designed through accounting for diverse voices and focusing on the impact of
the cultural environment of institutions on student retention (Museus, 2014).
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The CECE model depicts the interactions between external influences, campus
environments, pre-college inputs, individual influences, and college success outcomes.
External influences include factors like finances and family while pre-college inputs
include students’ academic preparation and dispositions. Museus describes individual
influences as containing students’ sense of belonging, academic motivation and selfefficacy, and their academic performance. The basis of the CECE model rests upon the
culturally engaging environment having positive effects on the other areas in the model.
Specifically, college environments are considered culturally engaging based on nine
indicators. The first five indicators focus on cultural relevance or how the institution is
relevant to their students’ backgrounds. These indicators are: (1) Cultural Familiarity, (2)
Culturally Relevant Knowledge, (3) Cultural Community Service, (4) Opportunities for
Meaningful Cross-Cultural Engagement, and (5) Collectivist Cultural Orientations. The
final four indicators focus on the cultural responsiveness of how institutions meet
students’ needs. These indicators are (6) Culturally Validating Environments, (7)
Humanized Educational Environments, (8) Proactive Philosophies, and (9) Availability
of Holistic Support (Kiyama, Museus, & Vega, 2015; Museus, Yi, & Saleua, 2017;
Museus, Zhang, & Kim, 2016).
Museus’ (2014) CECE model was chosen to interpret findings from this study
based on its frame of looking at organizations. This model is used to examine how the
environment shaped these first-generation students’ experiences. The researcher aimed to
provide questions for the participants to describe their perspective of the structure and
process of enrollment in honors and how the nine indicators of a culturally engaging
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campus are experienced in this microcosm. During interviews the researcher listened to
how participants described their interactions with and interpretation of the environment.
Methodology Overview
This is a broad overview of the methodology used in this project. Please see
Chapter Three Methodology for more information. This will be a qualitative,
phenomenological study. Mertens (2020) explains that phenomenology is different from
other qualitative choices in that the “subjective experience is at the center of the inquiry”
(p. 255). The choice of phenomenology was selected for this study to reflect the role of
the participants in constructing knowledge through their lived experience.
Data for this research was collected via two, personal interviews with selected
honors students as participants. Each interview focused on one of the core research
questions. The choice of personal interviews is appropriate to this phenomenological
study as participants’ experiences as a first-generation student in honors were centered.
Deductive coding utilizing the six forms of cultural capital defined by Yosso (2005), key
terms and phrases were developed to represent each form of capital. Additional coding of
data occurred looking through the components of the CECE model as well.
Five participants from two comprehensive, four-year, research institutions were
chosen based on the criteria that they are current honors students or that they were
college graduates who had been enrolled in honors as a first-generation student within the
last five years. Additionally, all participants met the aforementioned definition of firstgeneration that neither parent had completed a bachelor’s degree.
Limitations
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The limitations for this research study are defined here and are important to note
for the application of these findings to individual circumstances. The two institutions
represented in this study are in geographic areas with limited Student of Color
populations. Additionally, the researcher did not exclusively seek out first-generation
students from specific racial groups. For the purposes of transferability, it is important to
share that no participants in this study self-identified as Students of Color.
Adaptations to university calendar as a result of the pandemic negatively
influenced this study. The earlier start and shortening of the fall semester made the
timeframe from the institutional review board approval to the ideal window of participant
recruitment very short. At the point of approval, students were already on winter break
and therefore less likely to check their email regularly and more likely to want to enjoy
their rest. Additionally, the removal of normally scheduled breaks and faster pace of
university coursework in the semester impacted the ability of the researcher to maintain
their normal level of productivity. This is also a hypothesis that the pace of university
coursework could have negatively impacted the intellectual and emotional capacity of the
undergraduate student population to engage in a research study. The COVID-19
pandemic resulted in closures of college and universities in March 2020 with many
schools pivoting to online-only or hybrid models for the Fall 2020 and Spring 2021
semesters. As such, students and instructors during this time made fast pivots to remote
learning that adapted the structures of many classroom experiences. Additionally, as the
world turned to Zoom and video conferencing as the main form of social interaction,
work, and education, we experienced screen fatigue. Lastly, as of April 2, 2021, over
549,000 Americans lost their lives to COVID-19 (CDC, 2021). In sum, all those who
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lived through this pandemic experienced drastic change in their work and educational
lives as well as many who lost loved ones.
As a response to these circumstances, participants in this study include alumni of
honors programs and colleges who were first-generation students. The choice to include
former students was a response to these extenuating circumstances. These participants
still embodied the phenomenon of experiences being studied while also providing the
insight gained through completion of their college degrees. The process and results of this
study should be held in consideration of the global pandemic affecting all who were
involved.
Chapter Summary
Chapter One provided the background and overview of the phenomenon to be
studied, first-generation students enrolled in an honors program. It also states the purpose
and significance of the study to student affairs practitioners and lists relevant terms
crucial to this population. This study indicates the perpetuation of access to more
resources of continuing generation college students who are more represented in honors
programs. An increase in equitable opportunities is available if decision makers heed the
recommendations and create support environments for first-generation students to thrive
in honors. There is also an overview of the theoretical frameworks, Yosso’s (2005)
community cultural wealth model and Museus’ (2014) culturally engaging campus
environments, to be utilized in conceptualizing the findings of this research study.
Chapter Two will examine literature regarding first-generation students, first-generation
students navigating college admissions, honors admission processes, and the experience
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of admitted honors students. A further examination of the theoretical frameworks will
also be covered in Chapter Two.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
The chapter examines the existing body of literature surrounding first generation
students, their experience applying and enrolling in college, and honors programs and
students. The purpose of this study is to answer the following questions: (a) How do firstgeneration college students experience the process of applying to and enrolling in an
honors program and (b) What experiences contribute to first-generation students’
persistence in an honors program to graduation? This chapter will specifically cover who
is considered a first-generation student and research around how first-generation students
navigate college admissions. Additionally, I will examine the history of honors programs,
common honors admission practices, and expected outcomes of honors enrollment.
Lastly, I will provide an overview of the theoretical frameworks utilized in this study.
First-Generation Students
This section contains a review of literature focused on first-generation students
and the process of applying to post-secondary institutions. This is important to the study
as a background to common experiences that first-generation students have as well as
identifying key differences within the population. It’s also an opportunity to expand on
key definitions and their historical context.
There are a variety of definitions of first-generation students (Toutkoushian,
Stollberg, & Slaton, 2018). The most commonly agreed upon definition is that neither of
their parents have completed a bachelor’s degree (Engle & Tinto, 2008). This study will
use the legislative definition of first-generation students described in the 1998 Higher
Education Act Amendments.
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(A) An individual both of whose parents did not complete a baccalaureate degree;
or (B) In the case of any individual who regularly resided with and received
support from only one parent, an individual whose only such parent did not
complete a baccalaureate degree (Higher Education Act of 1965, 1998 Higher
Education Act Amendments, 1998, pp. 3-4).
As such this definition does include students whose parents have attended a community
college or received an associate degree. This definition was selected as the least
restrictive and most inclusive of first-generation identity. The core commonality between
the first-generation students in this study are that their parents did not have the experience
of completing a four-year degree. Toutkoushian, et al., (2018) notes that in their
examination of eight different definitions of first-generation students that the eligibility
percentage varied greatly amongst the 7,300 students in the sample. However, regardless
of the definition, Toutkoushian, et al. (2018) found that the impact of this identity to be
consistent with students’ likelihood to enroll and persist in college.
In the honors admission process, it can be difficult to identify applicants who are
first-generation students, especially those students coming from low socioeconomic
backgrounds. According to Mead (2018), separate reports pulled from both FAFSA
records and students’ overall admission file are needed to identify first-generation
students with low socio-economic status who might be at higher risk. It is important to
not describe first-generation students as a monolith, even though “the overlap of
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and first-generation status is quite typical" (Gibbons,
Rhinehart, & Hardin, 2016, p. 504). Sharpe (2017) in a piece for the New York Times
notes that the first-generation label carries several assumptions: “that the student’s
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parents have little or no experience navigating the academic, financial and cultural
barriers to higher education” (para. 7). While often used synonymously with labels like
low-income or a minoritized racial identity, 46% of first-generation students in the
United States in the 2015-16 academic year identified as White (RTI International, 2019).
Sharpe (2017) also relayed that “12.5 percent of all students whose parents didn’t get a
bachelor’s degree come from families with incomes exceeding $106,000, according to an
analysis of federal data by Robert Kelchen, an assistant professor at Seton Hall
University” (para. 15). As such, even though a minority of first-generation students come
from more affluent backgrounds, college administrators should avoid making
assumptions about students’ financial situations. Rather, the first-generation student
population comprises students from all backgrounds with varied experiences, strengths,
and needs.
For first-generation students who are considered gifted or of high ability, it is
important for early outreach and collaboration with parents and families. Oftentimes,
families may have concerns over the financial barriers their child will face and how the
process works (Gibbons, Pelchar, & Cochran, 2012). Through early, intentional support,
first-generation families can be provided with the tools to support their high ability
students towards enrollment in college and an honors program. As referenced in Chapter
One, the rise in post-secondary attendance of students from low-SES backgrounds has
primarily occurred at community colleges and less-selective four-year institutions. Both
institutions represented by participants in this study are considered less-selective fouryear institutions.
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Fry & Cilluffo (2019) indicate that the increase of students from minoritized
backgrounds is bolstered by the growth of enrollment of Hispanic students. This trend is
shown to be true at Midwest State University with a growth from 4.32% of the population
identifying as Hispanic in 2013 to 6.08% in 2018. Northern Plains University saw a
similar growth of Hispanic students from 1.8% in 2013 to 2.6% of the student population
in 2018. Midwest State and Northern Plains are pseudonyms for the institutions
represented in this study with more details about the institutions provided in Chapters
Three and Four. Their enrollment data was obtained from publicly accessible reports on
their institutions’ websites.
However, with the population of all Students of Color increasing by 19% in the
last twenty years (Fry & Cilluffo, 2019), institutions of higher education and honors
programs and colleges should employ strategies to support and include the experiences
and cultural knowledge these students bring. Higher education in the United States
historically was available primarily to White men from affluent backgrounds for the first
three hundred years of its existence (Thelin, 2019). As described in later sections of this
chapter, the modern honors program grew out of ideas for learning established by the
Rhodes Scholarship at Oxford. Therefore, we can see that historically, honors programs
developed in a White, colonialized perspective. The messaging and systems provided by
this history is not consistent with the growing numbers of first-generation students
described by Fry and Cilluffo (2019). There is often an overlap between students who
identify as first-generation and as a minoritized racial identity or from a low-income
background. Whereas these students were not the focus when the structures for college
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admissions and honors programs were built, administrators should critically examine how
these populations are served today.
Navigating College Admissions
This section explores current literature on how first-generation students navigate
college admissions. This is relevant to the current study as students must first be admitted
to the college institution in order to be eligible to participate in honors programming.
Engle, Bermeo & O’Brien (2006) investigated the experience of 135 first-generation
students from Texas who were involved in pre-college programs Upward Bound and
Talent Search. The mission of their study was to see how messaging impacted students’
decision to attend higher education. Additionally, studies from Tieken (2016) & Hodsdon
(2012) are discussed in this section that focus on first-generation students from rural
areas. This is relevant as three participants in the current study hailed from rural
communities and their institutions represent highly rural areas. Lastly, Rosso (2011)
explores the perspective of college admissions for first-generation Latinx students. This is
pertinent to the current discussion based on the doubling of the Hispanic population
enrolled at four-year institutions between 1996 to 2016 (Fry & Cilluffo, 2019).
Additionally, both institutions represented in this study saw a growth in their Hispanic
and Latinx student populations. Based on this information, it is a reasonable expectation
to assume that the representation between Latinx and Hispanic students who identify as
first-generation has also grown. Even though no participants in this study identified as
part of this population, it is contextual to understanding a population that is underrepresented in the honors population but a growing percentage of the schools studied. In
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sum, first-generation students may experience similar issues in navigating honors
admission processes to those they navigate in overall college admission.
Engle, Bermeo & O’Brien (2006) conducted focus groups of 10-15 students each
in six large cities across the state of Texas. Their study found that pre-college programs
contributed to “[r]aising their aspirations for college, [h]elping them navigate the college
admissions process, [and e]asing their initial transition to college” (p. 19). Participants in
Engle, et al.’s (2006) study placed special emphasis on the role of relationships with precollege program staff. Engle, et al. (2006) found these relationships as a core reason their
participants were receptive to messaging regarding the programs’ support in helping them
access and navigate college admissions.
Both institutions, Midwest State and Northern Plains, represented in this study are
located in states that have large rural populations. Midwest State is located in a state
where 34.4% of the population lives in a rural area. Likewise, Northern Plains is located
in a state where 50.8% of the population resides in a rural area. Tieken (2016) was an
ethnographic study that examined the experience of two cohorts of rural, first-generation
students from a state in New England. Tieken conducted a series of interviews with a
total of students and their parents/guardians, as well as high school guidance counselors
and college admissions officials over a period of twenty-one months. Tieken (2016)
found that all of their twenty-two participants regardless of role noted that it was
important for rural students to attend college in order to get a well-paying job.
Admissions staff in Tieken’s study noted in their interactions that the rural, firstgeneration students were more knowledgeable in these conversations than the parents. As
a result, the students were frequently navigating their parents along through the process.
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Tieken (2016) also found that while most parents were supportive of students in the
college admission process, some were hold-outs who dissuaded their students from
attending college. Parents’ reasons for dissuading their students related either back to the
cost of a degree or rural culture, described as a “lingering dependence on rural industries”
(Tieken, 2016, p. 216). They also discuss the need for scaffolding for rural, firstgeneration students who pursue a liberal arts major to find a career after graduation. In
Tieken’s study, economic pressure and parents’ encouragement/discouragement were key
factors in rural, first-generation student’s approach to navigating college admissions.
Hodsdon (2012) also explored the perspective of first-generation students from
rural communities in navigating college admissions. Hodsdon utilized narrative inquiry
with 11 students from Colorado to understand their decisions to attend four-year
institutions. The findings from Hodsdon noted that it was crucial for their participants to
see themselves as capable of being college students and to be surrounded by others who
thought similarly. Additionally, connection and relationships were found to have a strong
impact. Participants in Hodsdon’s study shared that support from mentors and their
parents encouraged them to pursue college. Participants received support in navigating
admissions processes through the support of a Talent Search mentor or high school
teachers when their parents were unable to provide guidance. Guidance counselors
provided early interventions to many participants that they were smart enough to pursue
college as early as eighth grade. Talent Search and other TRiO programs also provided
several of these participants and their parents resources and information to prepare to
navigate college. Lastly, Hodsdon (2012) found that rural, first-generation students were
interested in attending smaller post-secondary institutions that resembled their small
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communities. Hodsdon’s study is relevant to the current study in terms of their
participants sharing the identities of first-generation and rural backgrounds with several
current participants.
Rosso (2011) examined the cultural perspective of Latinx, first-generation
students as they navigate college admissions. Through interviews with four Latinx
students, Rosso, identified four themes: cultivating support, importance of outreach,
integrating cultural perspectives, and the importance of financial aid. Cultivating support
is important to Latinx students and their families due to the stigma of asking for help.
Meanwhile, outreach from colleges is key in preventing students from being
overwhelmed on where to start while including the whole family. Including Latinx
students’ families is a key part of integrating cultural perspectives and supporting their
cultural strength of interdependence. Lastly, Rosso (2011) found that financial aid was
the most important to make college attendance a reality as well as addressing concerns on
how to pay back any loans that are used. Examples of an inclusive approach are making
print materials available in Spanish and providing workshops that cater to students’
families as well (Rosso, 2011). Barriers in the college admissions process are
transferrable to first-generation students’ navigation of honors programs admission.
Adjustment to College. Gibbons, Rhinehart, & Hardin (2016) conducted a focus
group of fifteen, first-generation college students. Their intention was to identify how
these students adjusted and adapted to college while also identifying what resources
would have been helpful to their transition. Gibbons et al. (2016) identified the following
overarching themes through their qualitative analysis of the focus group responses:
prepare yourself for change and prepare for college early. The theme of prepare yourself
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for change encompassed the changes student encountered regarding personal growth, the
rigor of college courses, and balancing the new-found control over their schedules.
Meanwhile, prepare for college early summarized the preparation and organization that
is required for being successful in college. Specifically, participants noted the impact of
addressing financial barriers, registering for classes early, and taking rigorous classes in
high school. Students in the focus-group also shared the experiences that led the
researchers to the theme of the double-edged sword as described below.
“Participants noted emotional support from their parents coupled with their lack
of understanding as a double-edged sword. They felt motivated and pressured by
expectations placed on them as first-generation college students. They also
experienced relief from scholarship awards, but stress in managing their money
throughout the year” (Gibbons et al., 2016, p. 500).
The double-edged sword phenomena applied to first-generation students’ balancing of the
support they received in addition to stressors or frustrations that accompany that support.
Additionally, the participants in this study noted a lack of information on financial aid
and how to get involved in activities. Rendón Linares & Muñoz (2011) discuss the role of
validation theory in supporting student involvement. For first-generation students,
continuous and proactive affirmation and relationship-building may help these students to
feel confident in seeking involvement information. This is important to the purpose of
this study in determining how first-generation students discover honors programs.
Honors Programs & Colleges
In this section, a review of literature surrounding the history, development, and
present context of honors programs and colleges. This is important to the study in order
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to contextualize honors as a system and to understand its original intentions and purposes.
Also, it is important to describe the profile of students served and understand the
curriculum utilized in these programs.
History of Honors
Honors education started as a reaction to the increased standardization of higher
education. As described in the introduction, honors programs have roots in the Oxford
Model and Rhodes Scholarship. Frank Aydelotte, a recipient of the Rhodes scholarship in
1905, is regarded as a key instigator in the American honors programs we know today
(Rinn, 2003).
Oxford model. Rhodes Scholarships that provided study at the University of
Oxford are one of the earliest forms of honors programming. Cecil Rhodes, the creator of
the Rhodes Scholarship in 1899, was a wealthy businessman who attended Oxford as a
method of improving his social standing. His intention in creating was to select able men
who demonstrated intellect and character who would serve as influencers in creating a
better world (Rinn, 2003). However, it is important to note that Rhodes’ intention focused
on students from the United States and other colonial dominions, believing that “Englishspeaking people were best suited to lead the world toward union and harmony” (Rinn,
2003, p. 28). This early intention of whom the intended Rhodes Scholars should be is
important context when examining the overwhelmingly White student population in
many honors programs today.
Rinn (2003) describes the American view of the Oxford Model as “an entirely
social experience” (p. 28). Rhodes Scholarship students focused their studies not in rigid
course schedules but through conversations with brilliant academic minds. The tutorial
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system and pass/honors approaches were pillars of the Oxford Model. Students were
paired with a tutor who provided suggestions while students directed their own learning
path. Oxford students’ experiences were founded in independent work that led to the
development of critical thinking skills (Learned, 1927 as cited in Rinn, 2003). Tutorials
served as a format for students to process information gained through their exploration of
material in readings and lectures (Aydelotte, 1994; Rinn 2003). While two examinations
were required for the conferring of an Oxford baccalaureate degree, students had the
opportunity to choose to take their exams in the form of pass or honors (Aydelotte, 1944).
Students could choose to undertake the “Extraordinary Examinations” (Mallet, 1927, p.
168 as cited in Rinn, 2003) where upon successful completion they would be given an
honors classification of First Class, Second Class, Third Class, or Fourth Class at
graduation.
Frank Aydelotte and Honors in America. Frank Aydelotte received his
Bachelor of Letters degree from Oxford in 1907 via the Rhodes Scholarship (Rinn,
2003). Aydelotte is considered in many ways the father of honors education and assumed
the presidency of Swarthmore College in 1921 (Rinn, 2003). Aydelotte (1924) discussed
three types of honors distinctions: 1) based on grade averages 2) based on work in
addition to the regular program and 3) based on work superseding the regular
requirements. The first category assigns honors status at graduation based on an average
of all their grades. The second category is based on additional work completed such as a
“particular task, a special course, a thesis, or a comprehensive examination” (Aydelotte,
1924, p. 11). The final category allows for above and beyond honors work to take the
place of some normally required degree.
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Aydelotte (1944) calls attention to the error in assuming all people are “equal in
intellectual ability” and that instead we must recognize individual differences and provide
“opportunities suited to their needs” (p.11). His critique focuses on the standardization of
American higher education instruction as a result of the increase in the student population
after World War II. As a result, Aydelotte (1944) describes the effect of standardization
on high ability students as “it holds them back, wastes their time, and blunts their interest
by subjecting them to a slow-moving routine which they do not need” (p. 14). Aydelotte
inaugurated the honors program at Swarthmore College during his tenure as president.
Early honors called for continuing to educate the average student while challenging the
high ability students to go further with a focus on upper-division students (Aydelotte,
1944). Frank Aydelotte’s background as a Rhodes Scholar and his tenure as president of
Swarthmore College gave rise to the modern honors program focusing on pursuit of
knowledge.
Inter-University Committee on the Superior Student (ICSS). While various
schools built early honors programs in the decades after World War II, these programs
were isolated in their determination of pedagogy. A meeting of honors educators from
across the country in 1957 led to the formation of the Inter-University Committee on the
Superior Student (ICSS) with leadership from University of Colorado faculty Joseph
Cohen and the Carnegie Corporation (Chaszar, 2017). The role of the ICSS was to
support mainly large, public institutions through the publication of a newsletter,
organizing regional and national conferences, and provide opportunities for honors
administrators to learn from the success at University of Colorado’s honors program
(Chaszar, 2017, p. 75). The ICSS also provided the first set of eleven guiding principles
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in honors education including providing flexibility for campuses to create a program that
works for each campus, include policies for “identifying, selecting, retaining and advising
students,” and encourage communication with high schools (Chaszar, 2017, p. 84). These
guiding principles of ICSS are listed below.
1. Honors programs need to be adjusted to the problems and practicalities of each
campus. There is no fool-proof program that will work everywhere.
2. Honors programs should develop with the understanding and support of the faculty.
They should not be instituted by fiat.
3. Honors programs should not be separated from the total offering of the college.
They should epitomize the aims of a true liberal arts education.
4. Honors programs require a structure and adequate budgeting in order to win a
secure, recognized place within the university and in order to be effective.
5. Honors programs should start as early as possible, preferably in the freshman year.
6. Honors programs must involve thoughtful policies for identifying, selecting,
retaining and advising students along with cumulative record-keeping.
7. Honors programs should have a central meeting place, like a lounge or library.
They should provide honors students with library stack permits and other forms of
special recognition.
8. Honors programs function more effectively when the honors counselor has
authority in special cases to set aside, modify or substitute requirements in the best
interest of the student.
9. Honors programs should include a built-in evaluation procedure so that errors can
be detected and improvements devised.
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10. Honors programs should involve liaison with the high schools, not only for
recruitment purposes, but to encourage the creation of an honors attitude among the
abler high school students.
11. Honors programs should be widely publicized to magnify their impact on the
campus and elsewhere.
(“Building an Honors Program,” The Superior Student, 1 (1): 11 (April 1958). As
cited in Chaszar, 2017, p. 83-84)
These guiding principles crafted by the ICSS set a standard that eventually developed
into best practices that are still recommended today. The ICSS ended in 1965 upon the
completion of its original goal in growing honors education from less than 100 to over
300 institutions across the United States (Chaszar, 2017; Scott & Smith, 2016).
Consequently, the end of the ICSS opened the door for the birth of the National
Collegiate Honors Council in 1966 (Chaszar, 2017). Through growth spikes in the
1960’s, 1980’s, and 2000’s, honors education has increased by 400% (Smith & Scott,
2016, “Growth,” as cited in Scott, Smith, & Cognard-Black, 2017).
Honors Today
The National Collegiate Honors Council (NCHC) established definitions for the
classification of honors education, programs, and colleges. NCHC provides guidance and
best practices for what is considered to be a “fully-formed program”. These documents,
available on the NCHC website, allow for flexibility of their 849 member institutions to
adapt to their specific location’s circumstances (National Collegiate Honors Council,
n.d.; Scott, Smith, & Cognard-Black, 2017). NCHC is explicit in stating that these
recommendations are only recommendations as no one model can be applied universally

35
to all types of institutions (NCHC Board of Directors, 2014b). These guidelines provided
by NCHC share some commonalities with those established by the ICSS such as a focus
on how honors work should be embedded with the major curriculum, providing
specialized advising, and selecting supportive and engaging faculty.
Today it is not essential that an honors program or college be affiliated with
NCHC to be classified as an honors program, but membership does provide access to
networking and resources. This is seen by the approximately 40% of honors programs
and colleges that are not affiliated with NCHC who tend to have less resources and less
connection to other honors programs (Scott & Smith, 2016; Scott, Smith, & CognardBlack, 2017). As resources and information is frequently shared amongst NCHC member
organizations, it is likely that institutions unaffiliated with the council miss out on these
resources and networking that take place at yearly national and regional conferences
(National Collegiate Honors Council, n.d.). NCHC’s mission is focused on the support of
a community of honors education around the world based on the best interests of each
institution.
Scott and Smith (2016) found that university-wide honors programs are available
at 1,503 institutions in the United States. Generally, “institutions with honors colleges
generally evidence more complex infrastructure and more investment of resources than
institutions with honors programs” (Scott, Smith, & Cognard-Black, 2017, p. 190). Scott
et al. (2017) clarify that the resources provided may include access to curriculum,
additional support staff, or physical office or community space. Their study did find that
60% of NCHC member institutions have honors housing or learning communities
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compared to only 16% of non-member institutions. Scott et al. (2017) also describes
common curriculum requirements within an honors program or college:
1) Honors courses that carry general education credit
2) Interdisciplinary and research-intensive courses
3) Honors contracts and departmental courses
4) Study abroad courses
5) Thesis or capstone requirements
6) Service learning or experiential education (pp. 203-207)
This section detailed the number of member institutions in the National Collegiate
Honors Council and their role in encouraging program criteria and providing supports for
the success of institution. When discussing the experience of how first-generation
students navigate honors programs, it is essential to have a clear understanding of what
common components of honors look like across various institutions. While honors is a
community for students, NCHC is designed to be a community for administrators of
honors programs and colleges.
Honors Admissions & Retention
If honors programs’ utility is the ability to challenge high achieving students to
reach their potential, how do we identify those students? Andrews (2007) states "[t]he
choices we make depend on our values as a program and institution" (p. 26). Therefore,
to understand the experience that first generation students have, it is important to identify
the values that honors programs hold in their recruitment process.
Standardized testing. Common benchmarks for deciding eligibility to an honors
program have revolved around standardized testing and other quantitative forms of
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academic measurement. Andrews (2007) describes that a large percentage of programs
base admittance criteria upon a high school “3.5 GPA and an ACT score in the 26-29
range (1180-1330 SAT)” (p. 24). Green and Kimbrough (2008) found common
requirements of honors colleges in Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, and Louisiana to be “top
10% of their high school graduating class, a 27 or higher composite score on the ACT,
and 1200 or higher on the math and reading portions of the SAT” (p. 55). Andrews
(2007) explains that large honors programs are more likely to utilize standardized test
scores in their admissions process while small schools may use interviews, letters of
recommendation and other qualitative sources of data. Literature focused specifically on
standardized test scores and its impact on first-generation is limited. However, the firstgeneration student population overlaps some with Students of Color who have been
shown to be admitted to honors programs at higher rates when standardized test scores
are not the sole determining factor (Smith & Zagurski, 2013). Additionally, just because
students of this caliber of academic profile start an honors program does not conclude
that a student will be retained to the honors program or institution. Academically wellprepared students may still leave the institution and honors program if it is not a place
they fit in well as evidenced in Smith and Zagurski’s study described below.
Holistic Formats. Smith and Zagurski (2013) examined how the admission
criteria for enrollment in honors programs was related to long term retention. Their study
was prompted by their worst retention year recorded where they lost 8% of their 150
admitted honors students between first-year and second year in 2005 from Schedler
Honors College. Through exit interviews, administrators found that students were leaving
the program because they felt that they did not fit with the honors program. Often
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standardized test scores, like the ACT and SAT, are used to determine eligibility to admit
students who otherwise display similar qualities of success (Mead, 2018; Smith &
Zagurski, 2013). Mead (2018) also discusses how the use of standardized test scores
could exclude potential students from first-generation and low-income backgrounds due
to the costly and prejudicial nature of these exams. In the high attrition rate of 2005,
Schedler Honors College was using ACT and SAT scores as a “primary selection
criterion resulted in limited diversity of the honors student population” (Smith &
Zagurski, 2013, p. 58). In the first recruitment cycle after Schedler Honors College
adapted to a holistic model, they saw an increase of 3.7% in the non-white population of
the admitted first-year class.
Smith & Zagurski (2013) found that upon adapting their admission process to
include multiple steps that they were retaining an average of 97% of students from firstyear to second-year over a three-year time period admitted and increased the number of
Students of Color in the program. This is important to note that while not all firstgeneration students are Students of Color, there is some overlap of these populations. In
their holistic process, step one considered prospects’ high school GPA, class rank, and
two essays. Step two included an interview day with small group discussions and
reflection. Smith & Zagurski (2013) detail the importance of the interview day in the
admission and retention goals as follows.
“This climb in retention rates appears to be based on adjustments to the holistic,
multi-criterion rubric being used to assess applicants for admission as well as on
the Inform and Interview day process that allows applicants to better
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understanding the program before deciding to attend and allows faculty to better
identify ideal honors students” (p. 63).

Mead (2018) addresses the use of resumés in determining eligibility for firstgeneration students. This population may have less traditional information to put on a
resumé due to time spent caring for family or working a part-time job. Therefore, firstgeneration students may have less time to spend on extra-curricular organizations nor
easy transportation to get there. Mead (2018) also discusses the impact of first-generation
students’ parents being less likely to know what admission committees are looking for in
their students’ resumés. From Mead (2018) and Smith & Zagurski (2013) it can be seen
that holistic reviews of applicants lead to increased retention and promotion of the social
equity oft discussed in honors classrooms.
Patillo (2015) describes the recruitment process for the School of Honors at
Stephen F. Austin State University in Texas as an intentional process. The director of the
School of Honors will personally contact academically qualified students and invite them
to apply and visit. These students are identified through cooperation with the admissions
offices. As well, the SFA School of Honors provides opportunity for all potential touring
students to meet with a staff member to learn about the program.
The Honors Experience
The modern honors program takes a holistic look at students’ experience at the
institution. The pinnacle of an honors experience is a “community of relationships rather
than a checklist of activities and experiences” (Wildes, 2015, p.77). Wildes’ quote centers
honors as a community of bright minds in addition to providing academic rigor. As
University President of Loyola University in New Orleans in 2015, Wildes wrote an
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article discussing the ethos and impacts of honors programming at their institution.
Wildes stated that their honors program supports students holistically by providing small
class sizes and cultivating long-term relationships with faculty and advisors. Wildes
(2015) shared a statistic noting that the 6-year graduation rate of honors students at
Loyola University in New Orleans is 30% higher than that of non-honors. Further,
Wildes clarifies that 24%, just shy of a quarter of their honors students are firstgeneration students. It is important context to note the experience of students enrolled in
Honors programs and that environment’s influence on students. Whereas this study
explores first-generation students’ experiences in honors, the environment creates much
of that experience.
Nichols and Chang (2013) found that the reasons for initial enrollment in honors
were the competitive advantage, smaller classes, and connections with faculty from their
sample of 138 students at South Dakota State University. However, Nichols and Chang
also found that the top reasons for persisting in the honors program were the quality of
the honors learning environment, connections with faculty, and priority registration.
Kampfe, Chasek, & Falconer (2016) applied the survey from Nichols and Chang
(2013) to their population at the University of Nebraska-Kearney (UNK) with a response
rate of 62 students. Kampfe et al. (2016) echoed Nichols and Chang’s findings that the
initial reason for enrollment were prestige and competitive advantage while finding that
students chose to stay for priority registration and prestige. In comparing lower division
and upper division students, Kampfe et al. (2016) found that the connections to faculty,
small class sizes, quality of classes, and community with others was more influential to
lower division students than upper. In totality, honors students at UNK identified the
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faculty and fellow peers as more important to their development than activities in the
program.
This study will build on the findings of both Nichols and Chang (2013) and
Kampfe et al. (2016) focused specifically on first-generation students in honors
programs. This section identifies the high-impact practices and supports that encourage
honors students to enroll and persist in the program.
Honors as Student Development
A common thread in honors participation is the development of community.
Walters & Kanak (2016) describe the impact of an honors student-run first-year
leadership retreat at Minnesota State University, Mankato. This retreat was planned by a
group of fourteen upper-class students of the honors program who served as mentors to
the participating first years. Walters & Kanak discussed the involvement of upper-class
mentors as opportunities for building leadership skills while strengthening their
commitment to the honors community. Meanwhile, the retreat focused on engaging
socially and academically with the first-year students. This experience helped first-year
students contextualize the academic expectations of being an honors student, specifically
regarding research. Additionally, the over-arching social experience of the retreat helped
first-year students build relationships with other students in the program. As a result of
this leadership retreat, fifteen of seventeen first year attendees were retained to the
program two years later (Walters & Kanak, 2016).
Pattillo (2015) showcases their honors philosophy at the School of Honors at
Stephen F. Austin State University is “to offer a wide variety of opportunities to honors
students that will allow them to cultivate a love for education” (p. 134). This approach
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develops students through providing small classes, “hand-picked” professors,
opportunities to engage in research, and innovative teaching methods. Students can
engage in cultivated study abroad programs or domestic “cultural city experiences”
(p.135) through honors that immerses students in new cultures and ideas. The School of
Honors supports the essential needs of first-generation students through early registration,
free laptop checkouts, and printing services. Social development of students is
encouraged through the honors student association, a mentoring program, and close
interaction with faculty and administrators.
Residential Component
Many honors programs include specialized learning and living communities
hosted either in their own residence halls or floors/wings of existing buildings. Scott et al.
(2016) found that 56 percent of honors institutions have specific honors housing. Patillo
(2015) describes the benefits of the honors residential hall at Stephen F. Austin State
University as providing access to informal study groups, collaboration with peers, and
cultivating effective study spaces through established quiet hours.

Rinn (2004) utilized the environmental press theory in their description of the
influence of living in Honors residence halls in a review of relevant literature. Rinn
(2004) discusses that students “change in the direction of the environmental press,
thereby reducing the differences between themselves and others” (p. 72). In the instance
of honors residential halls, the environmental press is the desire to belong among the
other students living there. As a result, students in honors residential halls will create
narrower social circles due to their own self-segregation from mainstream campus.
Students in honors residential halls could experience positive bonds and sense of
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belonging in these narrow social circles. Conversely, Rinn (2004) claims such a limited
social group could lead “isolation from the rest of the campus” (p. 76). This isolation in
narrow circles can form the “in-group” in their honors residence hall with the greater
campus community forming an “out-group” (Rinn, 2004). The honors “in-group” then
may neglect other components of their identity, like first-generation status or racial
identity, that could be positively developed through interaction with the “out-group.”
Meanwhile, Engstrom and Tinto (2008) found in a four-year study that students
who are classified as low-income, under-prepared benefit from learning communities.
Their study included results that students are more likely to persist to the next year and
have better self-confidence as learners. The participants in Engstrom and Tinto’s study
consisted of students were considered under-prepared for college and many were also
low-income students. This is relevant to the current study as first-generation may overlap
with these identities. For first-generation students from low-income backgrounds, living
in an honors residential community could provide a safe place for them to build their selfconfidence resulting in higher retention to both the honors program and institution. To
achieve this goal, any residential curriculum provided in the living community should
foster inclusion and create a validating atmosphere for first-generation students. A clear
understanding of honors living communities is critical as a majority of honors institutions
have honors living communities on their campus (Scott, et al., 2017).
Historically Excluded Populations
In this section, a review of literature relating to populations that have historically
been excluded and marginalized from honors programs is provided. Specifically, more
research is required into the experience of first-generation Students of Color whose
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experiences are underrepresented in the current body of knowledge (Dameron, 2018;
Moon, 2012). While Students of Color are not the focus of this study, many firstgeneration students are also Students of Color. In order to fully understand the experience
of these students, we cannot separate their experiences as Students of Color and as firstgeneration students. From 1996 to 2016, Students of Color increased by 19 percentage
points at both public four-year institutions and community colleges (Fry & Cilluffo,
2019). However, the representation of non-white students in Honors is estimated to be
around 30% based on data from an NCHC Admissions, Retention, and Completion
Survey from the 2014-15 school year (Cognard-Black & Spisak, 2019). As well, it is
essential to note who the population is that oversees the programs. Scott et al. (2017)
found that nine out of ten administrators running honors programs are white and that less
than half were women. As greater access to higher education is achieved for historically
excluded populations, administrators need to pay attention to how high ability students
from those backgrounds are identified and supported.
Cognard-Black & Spisak (2019) used data from the 2018 Student Experience in
the Research University (SERU) Survey to see the differences of the population and
motivation of honors and non-honors students at Carnegie-classified R1 institutions.
They found that African American students were half as likely and Hispanic students
were 58 percent as likely to be in the honors group. This is consistent with Balzora
(2015) who describes the lower representation of African American males in gifted
programs like honors in comparison to other ethnic groups. Cognard-Black and Spisak
did find that the representation of LGBTQ+ students to be “slightly overrepresented” in
the honors population (p.140). Additionally, students of different abilities, those with
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learning and/or physical disabilities, were 30-45 percent more likely to be in the honors
group. Most relevant to this study, first generation and low-income students were
“significantly and substantially under-represented in the honors group” (Cognard-Black
& Spisak, 2019, p. 140). Specifically, the authors found that while low-socioeconomic
students were 30 percent less likely to be in the honors group, first-generation students
were 40 percent less likely (Cognard-Black & Spisak, 2019). From Cognard-Black &
Spisak’s study, it can be inferred that for students who hold multiple identities,
specifically first-generation, low-SES, and Students of Color are under-represented in
honors programs across the country. This context to consider when first-generation
students may have additional intersecting, marginalized identities.
Students of Color are less likely to be tapped for gifted programs and honors
enrollment (Dameron, 2018; Gibbons et al., 2012). In their 2015 dissertation, Dr. Lulrick
Balzora proposed a “lead from the back” model for Honors programs. Balzora (2015)
called their emergent theory African American Male Honors Leadership (AMHL). This
approach grew from a comparison to military formations. Balzora proposes placing
honors leadership and students strategically within and in support of the greater student
population. Balzora (2015) found that eligible, non-applicant African American males did
not participate in honors programs due to stereotype threat and that honors would be
incompatible. The AMHL theory posits its ability to combat negative stereotype threat by
“foster[ing] leadership skills among its participants rather than simply showcase gifted
abilities” (Balzora, 2015, p. 110). They suggest the following strategies as steps for
honors colleges to pursue: “(a) special interdisciplinary honors studies (IDH) courses that
appeal to high achieving African-American males; and (b) pre-honors interdisciplinary
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studies (IDS) courses with a Student Life Skills (SLS) course pre-requisite that appeal to
non-applicants” (Balzora, 2015, p. 111). This SLS course proposed by Balzora would
provide an introductory seminar to students who had not applied to honors. This class
would introduce honors as a validating environment and combat the elitism and
separatism often seen between honors and non-honors students. Balzora (2015) suggests
that honors colleges consider how their formation and methods of facilitating success for
students affect the wider campus community. Balzora (2015) suggests honors
administrators provide motivation and incentives across the college by creating structures
embedded throughout the campus.
Honors staff and stakeholders can focus on the success of eligible, first-generation
students accessing admission into honors programs in a variety of ways. To do this,
administrators and decision makers could take a holistic view of students’ identities in the
admission process to address common barriers. Populations considered traditional and
historically excluded must be positively engaged and cultivated through the application
process to encourage their potential.
Theoretical Framework
In this section, an examination of the two theoretical frameworks guiding this
study is provided. The community cultural wealth model (CCWM) conceived by Yosso
(2005) was selected for this study due to its focus on cultural wealth that has historically
been undervalued or ignored. As the study focuses on first-generation students, the
CCWM will highlight the assets that they utilized in their experience navigating honors
enrollment. The secondary framework selected for this study is the culturally engaging
campus environments (CECE) model researched by Museus (2014). The CECE Model is
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included in the analysis of this study’s finding to contextualize honors as an
organizational structure and to consider how cultural environments shape honors
experience of first-generation students.
Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth Model
Tara Yosso (2005) brought the concept of the community cultural wealth model
(CCWM) into the literature. Yosso describes the role of CCWM as a “critical race theory
(CRT) challenge to traditional interpretations of cultural capital” (p. 69). This is a
response to the deficit-approach framework embodied in Bourdieu’s theory of social
reproduction which suggests that people of color lack the required capital to move up in
the social class hierarchy (Yosso, 2005). As such, CCWM is aimed to be an asset-focused
lens that gleans knowledge from values and skills of socially marginalized groups. Yosso
(2005) identified six forms of cultural wealth: aspirational, linguistic, familial, social,
navigational, and resistant. Yosso (2005) describes the six forms of cultural wealth as:
•

Aspirational capital: “ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future, even
in the face of real and perceived barriers” (p.77).

•

Linguistic capital: “intellectual and social skills attained through
communication experience in more than one language and/or style” (p. 78).

•

Familial capital: ways of knowing based in connections with immediate and
extended families that promotes “a sense of community history, memory and
cultural intuition” (p.79)

•

Social capital: “networks of people and community resources” (p. 79)
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•

Navigational capital: students’ abilities to navigate successfully through
difficult systems, specifically maneuvering “through institutions not created
with Communities of Color in mind” (p. 80).

•

Resistant capital: “knowledges and skills fostered through oppositional
behavior that challenges inequality” (p. 80).

CCWM in Existing Literature
Ozuna (2017) found positive influence in three of the forms of capital,
navigational, linguistic-resistant, and aspirational, among the success of Latina/o students
in achieving a college degree. Applying this model to first-generation students in honors
programs will explore how these six categories of capital influence their success in
navigating the admission process and decision to continue enrollment. Yosso (2005)
critiques Bourdieu’s approach as claiming that “some communities are culturally wealthy
while others are culturally poor” (p. 76). Bourdieu’s cultural capital model was used in
Moon’s (2012) examination of high ability students both enrolled and non-enrolled in
honors programs. The population of students studied in Moon (2012) hailed from a
Midwestern university with similar racial and ethnic makeup to the institutions
represented in the current study. Moon (2012) found that high education levels of parents
were a method of transmitting social capital to their children and recommended that
honors administrators spend more time supporting potential, eligible students who “lack
traditional forms of social capital” (p. 134). This study aims to uncover strengths, as well
as barriers, of first-generation students in navigating honors. Therefore Yosso’s assetbased lens is more appropriate to Bourdieu’s deficit-based approach.
Museus’ Culturally Engaging Campus Environments
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The CECE Model researched by Museus (2014) is a critical response to Tinto’s theory of
college student success. This response is focused on the limitations of Tinto’s theory that
revolve around placing the responsibility for cultural integration into campus on students.
Museus’ CECE Model (Fig. 1) describes the interaction between pre-college inputs,
external influences, and culturally engaging campus environments on the individual
influences and they all influence college success outcomes.

Figure 1. Culturally Engaging Campus Environment (CECE model)
Reprinted with permission from Springer Nature: The Culturally Engaging Campus Environments (CECE)
Model: A New Theory of Success Among Racially Diverse College Student Populations by Samuel D.
Museus COPYRIGHT 2014

As depicted in Figure 1, pre-college inputs, such as academic preparation and
demographics, and external influences, like financial and family, both affect a student’s
individual influences and college success outcomes like persistence to graduation.
Likewise, the three categories of individual influences (sense of belonging, academic
dispositions, and academic performance) interact with each other and in whole affect the
college success outcomes. Lastly, the culturally engaging campus environments, which
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includes the nine indicators, impacts the individual influences and the college success
outcomes. The CECE Model proposes that students who attend a culturally engaging
campus will have a higher likelihood of “(1) exhibit a greater sense of belonging, more
positive academic dispositions, and higher levels of academic performance and ultimately
(2) be more likely to persist to graduation” (Museus, 2014, p. 210). The application of
this model revolves around how institutions align themselves to create a culturally
engaging campus aligned with the nine indicators of the CECE Model. Museus (2014)
describes the nine indicators of the CECE Model as follows.
•

Cultural Familiarity: “extent to which college students have opportunities to
physically connect with faculty, staff, and peers with whom they share common
backgrounds on their respective campuses is associated with greater likelihood
of success” (Museus, 2014, p. 210).

•

Culturally Relevant Knowledge: “extent to which students have opportunities
to create, maintain, and strengthen epistemological connections to their home
communities through spaces that allow them to acquire knowledge about their
communities of origin” (Museus, 2014, p. 210).

•

Cultural Community Service: “when institutions provide students with spaces
and tools to give back to and positively transform their cultural communities”
(Museus, 2014, p. 211).

•

Opportunities for Meaningful Cross-Cultural Engagement: when students have
access and “opportunities to engage in positive and purposeful interactions with
peers from disparate cultural origin” (Museus, 2014, p. 211).
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•

Collectivist Cultural Orientations: when the institution is framed through more
collectivist than individualistic organization (Museus, 2014).

•

Culturally Validating Environments: when students are instructed by
“postsecondary educators who validate their cultural backgrounds and
identities” (Museus, 2014, p. 212).

•

Humanized Educational Environments: when the institution’s environment is
“characterized by institutional agents who care about, are committed to, and
develop meaningful relationships with their students” (Museus, 2014, p. 213).

•

Proactive Philosophies: “when faculty and staff go beyond making information
and support available to making extra efforts to bring that information and
support to students” (Museus, 2014, p. 213).

•

Availability of Holistic Support: “the extent to which postsecondary institutions
provide their students with access to one or more faculty or staff members that
they are confident will provide them with the information they seek, offer the
help that they require, or connect them with the information or support that they
need" (Museus, 2014, pgs. 213-214).

While institutions refer to this model as a way to retain and support students, honors
programs and colleges can use it in recruitment and retention efforts in much the same
way.
CECE Model in Existing Literature
The CECE Model has been used in previous studies focused on first-generation
and honors populations. By examining TRIO programs through the CECE Model, Salazar
(2019) found these programs benefitted first-generation students through building cultural
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familiarity and their collectivist, cohort model. Literature focusing on the experience of
underrepresented populations at predominately White institutions (PWIs) have also
applied the CECE Model (Kiyama, et al., 2015; Shiroma, 2015). The CECE Model was
used by Kiyama et al. (2015) to create suggestions for building cultural relevance for
Latino/a students. Shiroma (2015) found that academic advisors who build meaningful
relationships, provide relevant information, and provide holistic support (all components
of the CECE Model) cultivate motivation in Students of Color in an honors program at the
University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa. The researcher has selected the CECE Model as a
complementary framework to understand the role of the environment of honors programs
on first-generation students’ sense of belonging.
Chapter Summary
Chapter Two contained a review of existing literature surrounding first-generation
students, applying to college as a first-generation student, the history and development of
honors programs, and experiences associated with honors enrollment. Current research
shows that while first-generation populations have seen enrollment growth in higher
education, that has not been reflected in honors enrollment, especially amongst firstgeneration Students of Color (Balzora, 2015; Cognard-Black & Spisak, 2019; Dameron;
2018; Fry & Ciluffo, 2019). Additionally, honors colleges and programs have benefitted in
creating and retaining more diverse cohorts through holistic review of applicants (Mead,
2018; Smith & Zagurski, 2013). Finally, Nichols and Chang (2013) and Kampfe et al.
(2015) elaborate on the reasons and benefits of enrollment in honors. The theoretical
frameworks used in this study, the community cultural wealth model (CCWM) (Yosso,
2005) and the culturally engaging campus environment (CECE) Model (Museus, 2014) are
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summarized. Yosso’s CCWM provides an asset-based understanding to the experiences of
first-generation students and other socially marginalized groups. Meanwhile Museus’
CECE Model provides a framework for studying the micro-environment of honors
programs and colleges. Chapter Three will explore the qualitative methodology used in
this study as well as the process of recruitment and participant selection. A summary of the
data analysis and report of its resulting findings will also be shared.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
This study examines the experiences of first-generation students enrolled in
honors programs and colleges. This study aimed to answer the following questions: (a)
How do first-generation college students experience the process of applying to and
enrolling in an honors program and (b) What experiences contribute to first-generation
students’ persistence in an honors program to graduation? A review of literature in
Chapter Two revealed a gap in the body of knowledge around the intersection of firstgeneration and honors identity. This study was conducted in order to represent these
students’ voices in the discussion of both practices regarding first-generation and honors
students. This chapter will provide context on how I addressed the research questions and
explored the experiences of first-generation students in honors programs.
Role of the Researcher
As qualitative research is interpretive in nature, it is important for the researcher
to “explicitly identify reflexively their biases” (Creswell, 2014, p. 187). I, the researcher,
am biased in the positive role of honors programming. I am a graduate of the Van D. and
Barbara B. Fishback Honors College of South Dakota State University. I spent three of
my undergraduate years living in Honors Hall, the residence hall which hosted the honors
living learning community. The time I spent living there greatly influenced my social
interactions and sphere of influences on campus. I served two of those years as a
Community Assistant where I was partially responsible for the experiences had on the
floor and wing that I oversaw in the residence hall. Additionally, I have critique of my
experience in the Honors program. A perception of mine was that most honors
programming is often designed to focus on STEM fields and majors. As a student in
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education and foreign language, I had a harder time finding general education courses
that were offered in honors sections and required by my degree programs.
Other salient identities that I hold are influenced by my racial, gender, and
professional identities. I am a White, cis-gender woman of European descent. This
context is important to the research as the participants in this study all identified as
White. Additionally, my racial identity is relevant to the research as 67% of honors
students are White while 63% identify as female (Cognard-Black & Spisak, 2019).
Therefore, I acknowledge that my personal identities represent the dominant population
of students found in honors programs. Currently, I am a graduate student in the field of
student affairs. Prior to this, I was a high school family and consumer sciences teacher
and worked in a large, urban school district with a diverse student population. My
professional identities provide contextual information into how I perceive the experiences
that my participants share in this research.
I am a continuing generation college graduate as my mother completed a
bachelor’s degree as a non-traditional student when I was a toddler. Throughout my
formative years, she insisted upon me taking advantage of every opportunity that I could.
This included ensuring I had access to lots of books and supporting extra-curricular
organizations that built my capacities for teamwork and leadership. My mother graduated
from high school prior to the passage of the Title IX amendment, in a time where her
educational involvement options as a woman were limited. After my elder brother’s
positive experience in an honors program in college, my mother guided my search and
application to the honors program at my undergraduate institution. My mother attended
my college visits with me and helped me draft an email to the dean of the honors college
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to learn how to apply. I have interpreted her insistence on helping me to navigate the
bureaucracy of honors and higher education as making sure I had access to opportunities
that were unavailable to her.
I am also married to a first-generation college graduate. The expectation for him
to attend college had been present for most of his childhood due in part to his good
performance in school. He attended a four-year institution several hours from any family.
He was not involved in campus organizations until later in his undergraduate career. His
first semester grades marked a rough transition in his academic performance while he
figured out the culture and expectations of college mostly on his own. His early semesters
included balancing full credit loads and multiple part-time jobs. His transition lacked the
support that I benefitted from as a member of the honors program. Therefore, my
personal perceptions of the experience of first-generation college students has been
shaped through my lens, and by my spouse and my mother’s lenses.
Research Design
Phenomenology
In designing this research study, I selected a constructivist perspective to guide
this research study. A core tenet of constructivism is that “reality is socially constructed”
(Mertens, 2020, p. 16). Research based in constructivism acknowledges that researchers
are not independent of the subjective influences in knowledge. Therefore, constructivism
accepts that there can be multiple realities. Crotty (1998, as cited in Creswell, 2014, p. 9)
describes three assumptions of constructivism:
•

“Human beings construct meanings as they engage with the world they are
interpreting”
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•

“Humans engage with their world and make sense of it based on their historical
and social perspectives”

•

“The basic generation of meaning is always social, arising in and out of
interaction with a human community”

These assumptions about constructivism support this study in its quest to understand how
first-generation students make meaning through their experiences applying to and
participating in honors programs or colleges.
I selected phenomenology, a qualitative methodology, as the ideal approach for
the aforementioned research question due to the focus on the participants’ experiences.
Phenomenology allows the researcher to define the lived experiences of the participants
who have all shared a similar phenomenon and its findings are depicted in a narration of
the essence of the shared experiences (Creswell, 2014). A phenomenological approach
provided the best approach to answer this study’s questions by centering the knowledge
and life experience of the participants.
Data Collection
Participants
Participants in this study were students either currently or previously enrolled in
an honors program or honors college at a comprehensive four-year institution in the north
central region of the United States. Pseudonym names were chosen to describe the
institutions where the participants attend. Participants were first-generation students,
where neither of their parents have completed a four-year degree. There were five
participants selected based on eligibility requirements. Participants were offered the
opportunity to select their own pseudonym and all ultimately decided to have the
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researcher select a pseudonym for them. Table 1 displays selected information about the
participants of this study.
Table 1
Study Participants Demographics
Pseudonym
Leo

Institution
Midwest State University

Major Area
STEM

Enrollment Status
Currently Enrolled

Evan

Midwest State University

STEM

Zoe

Midwest State University

STEM

Vanessa

Midwest State University

Psychology

Carson

Northern Plains
University

Pre-health

Graduated, Did not
complete the honors
program
Graduated, Completed
honors program
Graduated, Completed
honors program
Graduated, Completed
honors program

Sampling
This study used criterion sampling, defined by Mertens (2020) as “the researcher
must set up a criterion and then identify cases that meet that criterion” (p. 350). In
addition, this study utilized snowball sampling, defined by Mertens (2020) as “start[ing]
with key informants who are viewed as knowledgeable about the program or community”
(p. 350). Participants in this study were recruited through the researcher’s network of
contacts that included honors professional staff members, past honors students, current
staff members, and my extended family network. An informed consent information
package outlining the requirements of the study and the researcher’s contact information
was disseminated to contacts at three institutions. Ultimately, only two of these
institutions were represented in the participants selected. An individual representing the
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third institution did contact the researcher with interest in participating, however they did
not meet all eligibility requirements and were not included in the study.
Initial eligibility requirements for participants in the study were that they were
currently enrolled in an honors program at a four-year institution and that neither of their
parents have completed a bachelor’s degree. After assessing the initial low interest from
currently enrolled honors students based on a lack of responses, these eligibility
requirements were amended and approved by the Institutional Review Board to include
first-generation college graduates from 2016 to 2020 that had been enrolled in honors
programs as undergraduates. This decision to expand the eligibility requirements reflects
the circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic and the limits of in-person recruitment.
Additionally, current students may have been less inclined to participate in this study as a
result of pandemic fatigue.
Recruitment
Initially, the announcement found in Appendix A was circulated to honors
students at three institutions by their program directors in mid-December and again in
January 2021. These directors in the north central region of the United States distributed
an informational flyer to first-generation students in their programs. Interested students
were invited to email the researcher. Only one response was received through this method
and the student was ultimately determined to be ineligible to participate.
I made the decision to involve social media to recruit participants after limited
responses from the initial recruitment plan. I shared the images and caption seen in
Appendix B on my personal Instagram. These images were shareable by followers of my
Instagram account. Instagram was selected as the social media tool as the 2019 E-
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Expectations Survey conducted by Ruffalo Noel-Levitz (RNL) shows that it was tied
with Snapchat as the most used social media by prospective students (Joly, 2020). Per the
instructions on the attached graphic, seen in Appendix B, interested students emailed or
direct messaged my Instagram account to indicate they would like to participate. The
usage of Instagram direct messaging as an initial communication option was offered due
to the difficulty in sharing active hyperlinks to an email address on the Instagram
platform. Initial contact via the direct message function made outreach from the
participant to me, the researcher, easier on the participant. After the initial interest
conversation, I communicated with the participant using email. This method resulted in
the recruitment of one participant.
As the participant pool was still very slim after recruiting through honors
programs emails and social media, I engaged in snowball sampling as well. I provided the
graphic used in social media recruitment, seen in Appendix B, to various contacts that
had connections with current honors students. These connections included a relative who
is a current honors student, graduate students and student affairs professionals working
with a variety of offices, and alumni that I knew personally from honors involvement as
well. Participants that received the graphic then followed the same protocol and emailed
the primary researcher to participate. This phase of recruitment generated an additional
three participants in order to move forward with this study.
After participants displayed an interest in participating in the study, I then made
contact with each student to confirm that they met the definition of first-generation status.
The following questions were asked via email to confirm eligibility. Have either of your
parents completed a bachelor’s degree? The purpose of this question was to affirm the

61
participant’s first-generation status. Are you currently enrolled in the honors program at
your university? Or did you graduate in 2016 or after and were involved an honors
program? These questions’ roles were to confirm the participants’ enrollment in an
honors program. Are you at least 19 years of age? This question was included to establish
that the student was legally considered an adult in the state of Nebraska where the
Institutional Review Board that approved the study was located.
Interview Procedure
As a critical tenet of phenomenology is to understand how participants understand
the world around them and make meaning of their experience, this form of research often
includes interviews as data collection (Creswell, 2014; Mertens, 2020). As such, I
selected personal interviews as the primary form of data collection to focus on how the
participants perceive and interpret their lived experience as a first-generation student in
honors. Data for this study was collected from participants via two, personal interviews.
Upon confirmation of participants’ eligibility via email, I provided them with a
link to an X.ai calendar where they chose a time for their interview based on my preprogrammed availability. Once participants selected a time for their interview, I sent
them a confirmation email with their Zoom link for our interview. I then sent a reminder
email to each participant the day before the interview with the link and password to our
Zoom session. The initial interview was completed as described in Appendix C and the
Zoom audio recorded. The informed consent document, as seen in Appendix E, was
provided to participants via email after the researcher confirmed their eligibility via email
and invited them to choose an interview time. Verbal consent was obtained from
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participants at the beginning of the first interview after they were provided time to read
the informed consent.
Personal interviews were conducted with five participants. All five participants
completed both interviews. The full interview protocol for these interviews may be seen
in Appendices C and D. Each interview occurred within a one-hour timeframe between
January and the first week of March 2021. I verbally asked each participant for
permission to record the audio of the interview for transcription. Prior to recording, I
discussed the participants’ preferred pseudonym to be used in the research findings to
protect their confidentiality. Breach of confidentiality was safeguarded by secure storing
of data using Box. I created a password protected Zoom room with a waiting room
feature to ensure each participant’s privacy. Participants chose a private location for
themselves to be located in for their Zoom interviews. I was located a private room in my
home while conducting the interview and utilized headphones so that participants
responses remained private.
The focus of the first interview was to explore the first research question: How do
first-generation college students experience the process of applying to and enrolling in
an honors program? The purpose of this interview was a discussion of participants’
experiences prior to enrolling as an honors student. Example questions that were included
in this interview are listed below.
1) How did you find out about the honors program at your university?
2) Who did you seek out for support in learning about and applying to
honors?
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The average time between the first and second interview was 1-2 weeks. In the
time between, I completed the transcription of the interview using Otter.ai and then
manually corrected any inaccuracies by hand. After completing the transcript, I prepared
a summary that covered the main themes of their interview that was provided via email to
each participant as part of their second interview reminder email.
The second interview was also scheduled using the X.ai calendar with participants
choosing an appropriate time for them. At the beginning of this interview, I allowed time
for the participant to note any discrepancies or provide any clarification to the
information in the provided summary of the first interview. One participant indicated
information they wanted to have added to the summary during their second interview
while the remaining participants did not request any changes. The second interview
revolved around the second research question: What experiences contribute to firstgeneration students’ persistence to graduation in an honors program? This interview
explored participants’ perceptions of their experience. Two example questions that were
used in the second interview are listed below.
1) How do you feel about being an honors student?
2) What important relationships have you built as an honors student?
Upon completion of the second interview, a second member check was conducted
via email. The researcher created a summary of the topics discussed during the interview.
The summary was emailed to the participant within two weeks of the interview. During
this round of member checks, the participant returned feedback via email. All participants
were provided with their summaries, but only one participant chose to respond with
feedback.
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The audio of these interviews were recorded using the built-in recording function
on Zoom. These recordings were audio only as the video recording option of the zoom
interview was disabled in the settings at the time of the recording. The audio files were
stored in a secure Box folder and was deleted from the Zoom cloud as soon as they were
loaded into Box. Next, the audio files were uploaded to the researcher's otter.ai
transcription service. Upon completion of the transcriptions, the researcher deleted the
audio recordings from the Box folder. Once the transcriptions were completed and
finalized, they were saved into the secure Box folder. After the copies of the
transcriptions were moved into Box, the audio and transcript files in otter.ai were deleted.
Upon the completion of this final report, the de-identified data found in the transcriptions
will be kept in their secure Box folder for three years, until June 2024 in compliance with
UNL HRPP 2018 Policy #3.013. This section described the process and logistics of data
collection.
Data Analysis
Once transcribed, I coded the interview data using deductive, provisional, and
inductive coding. Deductive coding utilizes predetermined codes that come from theory
or other literature (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2020). Provisional coding uses a “priori
or ‘start’ list of researcher-generated codes” (Miles, et al., 2020, p. 69). Lastly, inductive
coding is a process where codes emerge during data collection to be discovered (Miles et
al., 2020). The six forms of cultural capital defined by Yosso (2005) were selected as the
initial codes for the priori. This information was used to develop a qualitative codebook
that was used in the coding of data (Creswell, 2014). I used definitions of each form of
cultural capital, established by Yosso (2005), and descriptions of how to identify these
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codes in the data to create the codebook used in data analysis (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane,
2006). This priori is seen in Table 2.
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Table 2
Priori Based on Yosso’s (2005) Forms of Capital
Code Label

the definition of what the theme
concerns

Description of when the theme
occurs.

Aspirational

ability to maintain hopes and
dreams for the future, even in the
face of real and perceived barriers”
(p.77).

Discusses future possibilities
beyond current circumstances,
positive outcomes expected for
the future, wanting better

Linguistic

“intellectual and social skills
attained through communication
experience in more than one
language and/or style” (p. 78).

Storytelling, communicating in
different ways (art, music),
communicating with different
audiences, translation, crosscultural awareness, teaching
others, social maturity

Familial

ways of knowing based in
connections with immediate and
extended families that promotes “a
sense of community history,
memory and cultural intuition”
(p.79)
“networks of people and community
resources” (p. 79)

Connection to
community/resources, extended
family, not alone in issues they
face,

Social

Navigational students’ abilities to navigate
successfully through difficult
systems, specifically maneuvering
“through institutions not created
with Communities of Color in
mind” (p. 80).
Resistant
“knowledges and skills fostered
through oppositional behavior that
challenges inequality” (p. 80).

Mutual assistance with those in
community, connect with those
they know to gain access to a
need/want, thinking about others
looking up to them, mentorship,
"Survive, thrive, recover" (p.80),
maneuvering/navigating systems,
overcome, obstacles, connection
to social networks, hostile
environments,
Resistance, assert, respect,
intelligence, strong, worthy,
beautiful, value, self-reliant, selfvalue, lessons from
parents/family, inequality,
opposition, nonconforming,
motivation, justice, knowledge of
structures, transform
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From there, the initial coding stage was conducted by searching transcripts for
these key terms and phrases using the search functions in Microsoft Word. I then read
through each transcript, highlighting and annotating additional data that matched the
aforementioned codes. The forms of capital that were found in the data in at least one
occurrence were: aspirational, familial, social, navigational, and resistant.
Concurrently, I underlined and noted additional quotes from participants that were
meaningful but did not fit within the pre-determined codes from Yosso’s community
cultural wealth model. These underlined sections of data were analyzed through inductive
coding. These underlined sections were compiled together on a new word document. The
comment tool was used to organize these selected quotes into cohesive umbrella codes
based on their content. Special attention was paid at this stage to examine the data for
indicators or components of Museus (2014) CECE model. This included looking for
examples or lack of the nine indicators of culturally engaging campus environments as
well as the pre-college inputs, personal influences, and external influences. The examples
of each form of capital were then cross-referenced with the emergent umbrella codes. By
reconciling the similarities between the inductive codes and pre-generated codes listed in
the priori, I identified the emergent themes used to describe the experiences of firstgeneration students in honors programs.
This data analysis process resulted in the six themes that are presented in detail in
Chapter Four. These themes are financial incentives, competitive advantage, checkbox
process, residence hall community, relationships, and completing the program. The
themes and their corresponding CECE model indicators that are found were used to
create a rich, thick description of the participants’ experiences and their sites in the
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narrative reporting of the findings. Likewise, the lens of the CECE model prompted the
researcher to examine how participants experienced the institutional environment of
honors as either affirming or alienating to their identities as first-generation students.
Theoretical Framework
This section will provide a description of the utilization of theoretical frameworks
in the data analysis of this study. Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth model
(CCWM) and Museus’ (2014) culturally engaging campus environment model provided
guidance in the development of interview questions and the analysis of data in this study.
Yosso’s (2005) CCWM is a critical race theory (CRT) that focuses on examining
capital from an asset-based approach rather than a deficit-based approach as seen in
Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction. Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction
validates education as a way to create hierarchies that rewards those on top and punishes
those at the bottom (Patton et al., 2016). As this study examined first-generation college
students who may also hold low-income or racially marginalized identities, Yosso’s
(2005) CCWM is relevant to this study as it challenges the idea of the White, middleclass norms (Patton et al., 2016). This challenge to norms existed in the data analysis of
this study by focusing the deductive coding through the lens of how participants utilized
their cultural capital as strengths. This approach was supported by the interview question
in the second interview that asked participants to share what strengths they brought to
their honors community. Yosso’s (2005) six forms of capital, aspirational, linguistic,
familial, social, navigational, and resistant, were used in this study for coding data from
participant interviews. Aspirational capital was used to code participants’ references to
future possibilities that were beyond their current life circumstances or for explanations
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of wanting better and believing they would access it. The linguistic capital code was
applied to data that demonstrated different ways of communication or ways of
communicating with different audiences. This also included references to cross-cultural
awareness and social maturity. Familial capital was applied as a code to data that
described connection to community and its resources and to extended family. This was
used in noting that students were not alone in the issues they faced. The social capital
code corresponded to instances in the data of participants connecting with their networks
for mentorship, mutual assistance, or gaining access to a need or want. The navigational
capital code was utilized to describe phenomena that showed the participants
maneuvering through systems or hostile environments and overcoming obstacles in a
“survive, thrive, recover” (Yosso, 2005, p. 80) format. Lastly, the resistant capital label
was used to code instances in the data where the participant described lessons from
family and experiences that supported their self-worth and opposition to inequality.
Additionally, this label described using learned knowledge of systems in bringing about
transformation and justice.
Museus’ (2014) culturally engaging campus environment model incorporates
diverse perspectives into descriptions of college student success and responds to critiques
of Tinto’s theory of student success. In the interview process, I asked participant
questions that allowed them to share experiences about their honors environment. While
examining data, I looked for elements of external influences, pre-college inputs,
individual influences, and culturally engaging campus environments influence college
student success outcomes (Museus, 2014). Culturally engaging campus environments are
identified by nine elements which are divided into two categories, cultural relevance and

70
cultural responsiveness (Museus, 2017). The five cultural relevance elements ascribe how
campus environments relate to their cultural backgrounds. These elements are cultural
familiarity, culturally relevant knowledge, culturally relevant community service,
opportunities for meaningful cross-cultural engagement and culturally validating
environments. The four elements focused on cultural responsiveness are collectivist
cultural orientations, humanized educational environments, proactive philosophies, and
availability of holistic support.
The usage of these nine indicators were built into several interview questions. For
example, the tenth question of the second interview “How have you engaged with people
different from you as a student in honors” is designed to correspond with the CECE
indicator, opportunities for cross-cultural engagement. During coding, I also examined
the data for the other elements of the CECE model including pre-college inputs, external
influences, and individual influences. Ultimately, there was a stronger presence of these
other elements than the CECE indicators in the data for this study. This is further
discussed in Chapter Five.
Ensuring Quality Research
In order to ensure quality of the research findings, the researcher sought to
achieve the following quality controls: credibility, transferability, dependability,
confirmability, and transformative. Ensuring quality in the research process is important
to confront confirmation bias. Quality in qualitative research is assessed through its
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Mertens, 2020).
Credibility
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To ensure credibility as a standard, the researcher performed member checks with
the participants. Member checks are a process where the researcher seeks feedback and
verification of the collected data and corresponding analysis by the participants (Mertens,
2020). Cho and Trent (2006) describe technical member checks as “to make sure that
data collected are accurate in terms of a vis-a-vis agreement with participants” (p. 328).
Technical member checks were performed in this study by reviewing the summaries with
participants after their interviews via email. Additionally, the researcher practiced peer
debriefing with the supervising advisor via journaling for progressive subjectivity. The
process of journaling and peer debriefing is aimed at challenging any biases the
researcher holds about the study (Mertens, 2020).
Transferability
The researcher promoted transferability of the data through the use of multiple
cases and thick descriptions (Creswell, 2014; Mertens, 2020). Multiple students from
multiple universities will be included as the participants in this research study. Through
multiple interviews, the researcher will be able to develop thick descriptions describing
the context that participants experience. Through this high level of description, findings
from this study will be transferable to similar populations and sites.
Dependability & Confirmability
The researcher performed the following actions during the research process. First,
the researcher clarified their pre-existing bias regarding honors as shared earlier in this
chapter in the role of the researcher. Creswell (2014) describes reflexivity as indicative of
quality research by providing context of the researcher’s background that influences how
their interpretation of the findings. The researcher engaged in critical reflexivity by
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providing appropriate context in which the research findings are situated as “knowledge
is contextual” (Mertens, 2020, p. 285). I also supported the confirmability by presenting
counter experiences to themes identified in the findings. Creswell (2014) posits that “by
presenting this contradictory evidence, the account becomes more realistic and valid” (p.
202). Additionally, the dependability of the data was confirmed through thorough
examination of the interview transcripts. The researcher completed this by listening to
recordings and manually correcting any inaccuracies in the original transcription
generated by Otter.ai. The purpose of these actions was to establish a chain of evidence
of the research data and findings to ensure its reliability.
Limitations
The limitations of this study include an abbreviated time frame for completion
and disruptions to recruitment of participants as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. As
the researcher, my personal deadline to complete this study was dictated by my
anticipated graduation from my academic program in May 2021. This required the study
to be concluded in by the end of February 2021 to allow for adequate time to complete
data analysis and reporting. Confidence in the analysis and reporting is evident through
the detailed steps discussed in the data analysis description earlier in this chapter.
However the time constraints did prevent the opportunity to complete additional member
checks with participants after the analysis stage was complete. Ideally, during a second
round of member checks, I would have shared the themes that resulted from my analysis
with participants to gather additional feedback they had. Given more time in the analysis
stage, I may have been able to identify more nuanced connections and themes within the
data. Plus, the COVID-19 pandemic affected the academic calendar for the 2020-2021
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year at several of the institutions that both the participants and I attended. This resulted in
an early conclusion of the Fall 2020 semester in late November and a delayed start to the
Spring 2021 semester. These changes to the calendar increased the difficulty of recruiting
students while they were not in academic sessions during the months of December 2020
and January 2021. Lastly, it was difficult to recruit eligible participants for this study who
fit the criteria of both first-generation and honors student. Further corroboration for this
limitation was provided by participants stating they did not know many other students
who were also first-generation enrolled in honors.
Another limitation of this study is alumni status of many of the participants. As a
result, the participants’ recollections of their admission and application process into
honors is impacted by time. However, the alumni status of those same participants
allowed for them to share reflection through the gift of hindsight.
Additionally, it is important to note that the participants in this study did not exist
in a vacuum and that additional programs and experiences outside of honors have
impacted their perception of their college experiences. However, as most students exist in
a tangle of college experiences and influence, this limitation does reflect reality.
Chapter Summary
This chapter overviews the methodology, data collection, analysis, theoretical
framework, and research design. This study used a phenomenological, constructivist
approach to research. Data was collected through personal interviews with five
participants. Analysis of the data was completed through deductive coding employing
Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth model and Museus’ (2014) culturally
engaging campus environment model. This chapter also outlines validity measures in
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ensuring quality research as well as listing limitations in the scope of this study. Chapter
Three provided explanations of all processes utilized in participant recruitment and
selection as well as data collection and analysis. Chapter Four will outline the findings of
this study that resulted from the methodology explained in this chapter.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of first-generation college
students in applying, enrolling, and persisting to graduation in an honors program. The
research questions guiding this study are 1) How do first-generation college students
experience the process of applying to and enrolling in an honors program and 2) What
experiences contribute to first-generation students’ persistence in an honors program to
graduation in an honors program? I interviewed one current first-generation honors
student and four first-generation students that are honors alumni having graduated within
the past five years. Each semi-structured interview occurred during a 60-minute
appointment and during each I asked participants about their experiences both as a firstgeneration student and an honors student, their process of choosing their institution, and
the supports and challenges encountered in their experiences. This chapter examines the
context of the participants, their institutions, and the thematic findings from their
interviews.
Study Participants
Three participants in this study identified as male and two identified as female.
The first participant, Leo is a current student at Midwest State University and in the
honors program. He grew up in the same town where the school is located and during
college lived with family off-campus. The second participant was Evan, an alumnus of
Midwest State University who began in the honors program, was enrolled for three years,
but did not complete it. Evan was from a small town in-state and lived in the honors
residence hall for multiple years. A third participant, Zoe, was an alumna from Midwest
State, who was originally from out-of-state, and lived in the honors residence hall for
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multiple years. The fourth participant was Vanessa, another alumna from Midwest State,
who also grew up in the same town as the school and lived in the honors residence hall.
The final participant was Carson, an alumnus from Northern Plains University, who grew
up out of state from the institution he attended. Carson did not live in the honors
residence hall at his institution but lived on campus. These five participants were selected
through personal relationships with the individuals, family connections of the researcher,
and mutual friends who connected them to the researcher. It is also important to note that
the four participants who attended Midwest State University matriculated at varying
times the order of matriculation was Zoe, Evan, Vanessa, and then Leo. However, they
had several common experiences with their tenures at the university overlapping each
other by at least one year. The timing of Carson’s experience at Northern Plains would
have overlapped time frames with Zoe, Evan, and Vanessa’s experiences at Midwest
State. The experiences of Evan, Vanessa, and Carson also share the commonality of
leadership changes of their institutions’ honors programs occurring during their tenure.
Therefore, it is important to note for context that Zoe and Leo, while having attended the
same honors program, did so under completely separate program leadership.
Overview of Institutions Represented
Midwest State University and Northern Plains University are pseudonyms of the
institutions that the participants attended for their post-secondary degrees. They were
located in in the north central region of the United States. Both institutions are public,
land-grant, four-year institutions. Midwest State University has an enrollment of over
25,000 students while Northern Plains University has an enrollment over 11,000 students.
Midwest State and Northern Plains are less selective institutions as they admit 78% and
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90% of students who apply. The racial makeup of the student population at Midwest
State is 73% white or Caucasian, and Northern Plains is 84% white or Caucasian (United
States Department of Education, 2019). This also establishes both institutions as
Predominately White Institutions (PWIs). The representation of first-generation students
at these institutions are 29% at Midwest State (internal university report) and 20% at
Northern Plains (U.S News & World Report, n.d.). The institutions were similar in terms
of institution type and ethnic make-up of the student population, with differences in the
total student enrollment.
These institutions have some similarities and differences in how students join
their honors programs. Midwest State Honors Program has a review process to admit
eligible students to the honors program. This application is available for students to locate
on their student portal once they have submitted their university application. This
application has a priority deadline in December of their senior year of high school.
Prospective honors students submit academic information like high school GPA and
standardized test scores as well as providing a resume and answering an essay prompt.
Midwest State prospective students are notified of admission into honors in the spring of
the senior year. Northern Plains Honors College currently establishes their honors
automatic eligibility requirements based on their ACT/SAT score or high school class
rank with flexibility in these requirements for students who reach out. Students meeting
the automatic eligibility requirements enroll in honors by selecting honors coursework
during registration for their first semester. I have shared information to clarify the
admission and acceptance processes because it is crucial context of the shared
experiences of the participants in this study.
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Description of Themes
Several themes emerged from the interview data with the participants. Themes
relevant to the first research question regarding experiences applying and enrolling in
honors include financial incentives, competitive advantage, and a checkbox process. The
themes regarding the second research question revolving around persistence in the
program include residence hall community, relationships, financial incentives, and
completing the program. A couple of these themes exist in both the application and
enrollment phase. As such these themes will be discussed concurrently in the following
sections.
Financial Incentives
The first emergent theme that appeared in the data was the role of financial
incentives in enrolling and persisting through honors. These financial incentives included
textbook scholarships, university-sponsored academic scholarships, and printing services.
Leo and Evan both shared the scholarship that was provided through their program as a
reason to enroll. Both had been offered academic scholarships to Midwest State that
influenced their choice to attend. Vanessa also noted that the textbook scholarship offered
through the program was a benefit provided to honors students who maintained the
required GPA.
If your GPA dropped below or if you weren't on track with the credits, you did
lose your textbook scholarship. And like that was the thing that you couldn't get
back because they only have so many of them… if you are a freshman, you apply
to the program, you get a textbook scholarship, and it's like $500 a year or 250 per
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semester. And if you were on probation, at some point for the honors program for
not fulfilling its credits, you lost it, and then I don't think you ever got it back.
Zoe shared that a reason she wanted to be part of the honors program was the printing
services that was provided.
And then the other thing that it's such a small thing, but it was really, really
important to me, was the free printing for the honors students cause like, I had no
money at all like, I got to [Midwest State] and I had like, less than $300 in my
bank account.
These financial incentives influenced the decision for these students to enroll in the
honors program. The majority of participants in this study made their college decisions
based in part by the financial benefits provided by honors or their institution. The final
participant, Carson did not specifically focus on financial incentives as a core reason for
choosing honors. Instead he placed some focus on the next theme of competitive
advantage and the role of relationships discussed later in this section as well.
Competitive Advantage
Another theme that participants described was the competitive advantage of being
an honors student. Leo and Evan both shared that they wanted to participate in honors as
part of the perceived benefit of honors distinction in the job market. Leo specifically
noted that in his science/technology field that competition for jobs is tough and that
honors could be a difference maker for him after graduating.
It'd be good on a resume too to kind of have that 'Hey, he's in the Honors
Program'. And you can use that as another kind of way to put on job applications
that, you know, you're a little bit better.

80
Carson described the competitive advantage of honors by explaining how it was
perceived by the pre-health program he was enrolled in.
I know, my professional program did have like incentives for being in the honors
program for your application status. I also fully admit that most people my
professional program, quit the honors program, the moment they're accepted in
the professional program and don't finish it, they use it as more of a
steppingstone. I did finish it.
However, Carson was sure to clarify that while there was a competitive advantage to
honors involvement, it was not the core reason he chose to participate.
I think looking back it was beneficial for, you know, making myself more distinct
and standout and like competitive applications for residency programs and other
things, but I don't think, you know, I didn't do it for that reason, where I've seen
people get involved with other things, just like for that reason alone
Zoe also supported the competitive advantage theme of honors.
I also thought that it would help me get a job afterwards. So I was like, I need to
do everything that I can to be successful. Because I just like, felt like I had so
much that I had to overcome.
Zoe also describes the honors competitiveness as a potential flaw in the program
as well. She recalled, “I kind of felt like I was in this constant game of charades” when
describing the seemingly stellar students that were around her. Zoe had concerns about
the extensive resumés of her classmates and thought that they all had college completely
figured out. Zoe also went on to describe her later reckoning with this experience by
stating, “later, realizing that no, my peers didn't have it all figured out.” An artificial form
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of competitiveness or feeling of not fitting in seemed to exist amongst honors students as
well.
“Checkbox” Process
The participants in this study described their experience applying and persisting
through honors with another theme of a checkbox process. The theme of checkbox
process came from two participants describing the application as “checking a box” or as
“almost just like a checkmark box.” The majority of participants felt that this process was
relatively unexciting. Earlier in this chapter, I described how Midwest State and Northern
Plains universities’ honors programs selected students to admit. Study participants Leo,
Evan, Zoe, and Vanessa described their process applying to honors at Midwest State as
part of the process for applying to the university itself. Leo and Evan recalled it as just
being another form to fill out. Zoe remembered that either “applying to honors was part
of applying for early decision or like I did [both applications] at the same time.” All four
of these participants recalled writing an essay or personal statement as part of their
application to the honors program. Vanessa explained what the honors application had
asked for and her perception of what it valued.
I think it was it was just like an online application. And they asked for, like,
normal stuff, like your GPA and your transcripts and like your ACT score, but
then they also have you do essays, which is nice, because I feel like I don't know.
I think a lot of things are often like ACT based, which I think they've moved away
from recently. But like, at that time, everything seems like ACT and SAT based,
but I feel like when they looked more at like, your academic record, and more of
your essays, because I think those are usually more indicative of how much
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someone like actually cares about school and like how much work someone is
willing to put into it.
Meanwhile, Carson describes his experience of admission into honors at Northern Plains
as being a little unclear. Consistent with the explanation of admission offered based on a
set of academic criteria, Carson shared that he did not remember a specific honors
application at his institution. “I think it might have just been if I like, was pre-approved
criteria, again, based on like that GPA or ACT score, I was pre-approved.” Carson
elaborated about his unclear memory of the admission process based on his later
experiences working as an upperclassmen student leader during summer orientation at
Northern Plains. He shared that he saw the interaction between honors program staff and
incoming students and their families. As a result of this experience with orientation,
Carson recalled, “I vaguely remember sitting in a lecture room with him [leader of the
honors program].”
Additionally, the checkbox process continued throughout the experience. Evan,
Vanessa, Zoe, and Leo all described experiences that were required to maintain honors
student status throughout the time in the program. Leo related the certain number of
honors credits you were required to take a semester. Carson also recalled a form that was
required to be turned in to show progress towards honors completion.
In terms of concerns about admission into the honors program, there was little
concern from participants in whether or not they would be accepted. Carson and Vanessa
assumed that they would be admitted. Vanessa described that experience in detail.
I was excited. But I think it was after I found out about that I was getting like the
scholarship that I wanted. And I knew I had a good idea that since I had gotten,
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like, the scholarship I wanted, but I was probably also going to get into the honors
program. So really excited. It was just like another thing that like I based… I
didn't really have a moment where I thought I wasn't going to get in. So I had like,
already planned on living in [honors residence hall]. So it's just another thing to
be like, cool, like the college experience is like real, it's like really gonna happen.
It was excited.
On the contrary, Zoe was explicitly stated concern about her chances of being admitted to
honors.
I do remember that I was nervous that my GPA wasn't good enough. And I had
like a 3.7. In in high school, but I thought like, I was pretty anxious that I wasn't
going to get in to the honors program. And like, I took both the ACT and the SAT
and I felt like I had like, okay, scores…the other thing that I was really concerned
about, I remember, is extracurricular activities. It was like, I've had a job since I
was 12 years old. And I worked a lot of hours when I was in high school, and I
didn't really have the time or, frankly, the money to participate in a lot of the
extracurricular activities that the school had... And I was pretty anxious that those
things would be held against me when trying to get into the programs.
The timing of application and the perception and familiarity with the honors program
appears to have influenced participants’ feelings towards the process. A key difference in
Zoe and Vanessa’s experiences is that Zoe was coming from out of state and had not had
a lot of interaction with honors staff prior to her application. Zoe also had applied to
honors earlier in the year as part of early decision. Vanessa’s honors acceptance came
after her academic scholarship notification which provided her a sense of security that
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she would be accepted. Vanessa also lived in the same community as the institution and
attended informational events on campus as well as mailers based on being a targeted
demographic for the institution as an in-state student. Many different factors influenced
how participants perceived their likelihood of acceptance.
Residence Hall Community
Three of the participants in this study lived in the honors residence hall at
Midwest State University. Zoe, Evan, and Vanessa all shared the influential impact of
living in the honors residence hall which will be referred to henceforth by the pseudonym
Epítimos Hall. The core sub-themes that came from their experiences in Epítimos Hall
were friendships and supportive study environments.
Friendships
Vanessa, Zoe, and Evan all described that their social circles were very
embedded in their living learning community in Epítimos Hall. Evan shared that he lived
in Epítimos all four years at Midwest State and that all his friends lived there. Evan
elaborated on this by stating, “I don't keep a very large circle of friends. My friends all
lived in [Epítimos]. The first year and then some of them moved on. Some of them stayed
in [Epítimos].” Likewise, Vanessa described the influence of honors on her social
interactions as, “most of my friends, like, especially my initial friends, were through the
honors program, like we all were in the honors dorm together.” Zoe described her initial
reactions to honors.
I found some of the other residence halls very intimidating. Because they were so
big. I was like, oh, living on a floor of 80 people was, like, anxiety inducing for
me. So the really small community at [Epítimos] was like, a huge draw for me.
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The participants in this study that lived in the honors living learning community
developed early friendships among their peers in the hall.
Supportive Study Environments
Zoe, Vanessa, and Evan all described Epítimos Hall as a good environment for
their academic goals. Evan and Zoe both explained how the environment in Epítimos
Hall was not prone to parties and provided a more academic living experience. Evan
details his perception of the hall as such.
The community in [Epítimos] was and bear in mind, I didn't live in any of the
other dorms. So I can't say this with any certainty. But I assumed that they were
more benign, less, less, less, less partiers less. You know, I think that [Epítimos]
provided less of the college experience and was therefore a good thing.
Zoe supported the subtheme of supportive study environments by sharing again her
interest in staying away from “party culture.”
I wanted to stay really far away from like, party culture. And so the other dorms, I
felt were going to be like, wilder, and I was like, Oh, [Epítimos] like honors
people, you know, it's going to be more chill, and people are going to be focused.
However, the subtheme of supportive study environments showed through in other ways.
Zoe and Vanessa both shared how Epítimos Hall was a place that they were comfortable
in and where they could be themselves. Zoe describes her experience as such.
It's just like the honors dorm had just such a special community and atmosphere.
And it was like somewhere that you could just be, like geeky and nerdy. And like,
that was cool. You know, like, people were playing board games before board
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games were cool. You know, like, it wasn't party time. Like, let's break out a
jigsaw puzzle and do our homework together.
Vanessa’s description concurred with Zoe’s and explained how Epítimos Hall stayed part
of her college and honors experiences even after she no longer lived there.
And I think that I know that I got more of the community because I lived in
[Epítimos] and like, I only live there, I lived there my freshman and sophomore
year, but my junior and senior years, it still was the place where I went, and I felt
the most comfortable on campus. And I like was, I never expected to have that
home base throughout college and to have such a strong community out of it. Like
my junior year, I was an RA in a different building on campus. But I still spent
most of my time in [Epítimos] and like, I would have my floor hours where I was
available to my residents, but like, whenever I really needed to hunker down or
like, get out of my building, I would go to [Epítimos], and it was really nice, like
having that space where I felt really comfortable.
Meanwhile, Carson who attended Northern Plains did not live in the honors
residence hall but lived in a living learning community related to his major.
I was okay with not living in the honors community because I was in a health
community. And then I was in a fraternity, like, I had different community
settings. And I think that I use those different opportunities to complement one
another. Like, I wanted that living learning community to be with people in my
you know, same major or similar majors and careers.
As Carson lived in a living community and fraternity house, he seems to have gathered
similar benefits in those spaces. Carson’s experience in his pre-health affiliated living

87
community likely attracted similar students to those living in honors communities.
However, the experiences in those spaces were not the core focus of this study.
Overall, the impact of the honors residence hall, referred to as Epítimos Hall for
the purposes of this study, supported these three participants: Vanessa, Evan, and Zoe in
forming their friendship circles and cultivating positive study environments. Another
participant, Carson participated in a different living learning community while the final
participant, Leo lived off-campus.
Relationships
The next theme that stood out in the data was relationships. This included the
encouragement that participants received from their families, K-12 teachers, the social
support in applying to the program, and supportive staff and faculty while enrolled in the
program.
Family Influence
Family influences featured in several participants’ explanation of their early
experiences in education and ultimate decisions to pursue college and honors.
Participants described the role of their families in creating motivation, in encouraging
their choices of degree paths, or in connecting them to resources and assisting with the
college application process.
The influence of family was crucial when creating the conditions that led a couple
of the participants in pursuing college and honors. Zoe described her internal motivation
coming from no one in her family having attended college and wanting to be a role model
to her younger siblings.
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I knew that education was important. But I felt like there was a lot of resistance
towards me pursuing it. But I also have two younger sisters. And so quite a lot of
my motivation throughout all of it has been to role model for them.
Her relationship with her family also led to Zoe wanting to attend college out of state.
I had somewhat of a, like, kind of toxic upbringing. And so I wanted to be pretty
far away from my family. But also, like close enough that if I had to go back, I
could. And so that kind of set a radius almost of like, where I could go.
In contrast, Carson chose Northern Plains over another institution partially because it was
closer to his family and would be easier to visit.
Like it did come back to that geographical proximity… it did play a role in it at
the end, because I couldn't make the university that I attended close, I couldn't
make that be far away and not come back and be engaged there. But I couldn't
make the other university close if I needed to come back, due to like health
concerns of family or anything or assisting with the farm.
When it came to enrolling in college, several participants received support from
their families. Vanessa’s parent knew people who worked on campus to ask questions of
when she considered going to school at Midwest State. Carson’s family helped him
schedule and attend college visits at multiple institutions as well. Leo recalled assistance
from his mother and older sister in writing his essay for the honors program and
reminding him of deadlines. Evan’s parents were strict on their insistence that he would
attend college and have more opportunities than they did.
K-12 Teachers
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There was both positive and negative relationships based on the participants’
relationships with their K-12 teachers. These relationships influenced how the
participants perceived and valued education. Vanessa recalled her middle school being
very focused on academics with lots of supportive teachers. Carson recalled a
kindergarten teacher, and two high school teachers who helped him realize that “learning
doesn’t have to be work and can be fun.” Leo also recalled a high school teacher that got
to know well and supported him with letters of recommendation. Additionally, Zoe
shared about the positive and negative experiences with her K-12 teachers.
I received some, I guess, hesitation on the part of my elementary and high school
teachers, because they were all familiar with my family and my family's record.
And so I've never really felt like I was encouraged by my public school system to
pursue higher education.
As well, Zoe also went on to discuss the influence of a high school teacher.
There was one high school teacher, that was a huge positive influence on me, it
was my [science] teacher. And he kind of like, singled me out, and was like, Hey,
you know, like, I have this science club… And I think you'd be great on it. And I
would love it if you would participate in this.
Through involvement with this club in high school and relationship built with this
teacher, Zoe took a leadership role and had opportunities to travel. Ultimately,
participation in this club set the stage for Zoe to make connections with others that
inspired her to apply to Midwest State University.
Relationships Through the Application Process
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Through the transition to college and in applying to honors, relationships
continued to be a present theme. Leo discussed his high school guidance counselor
encouraging him to apply to honors and that he received messages from upper-class
students at Midwest State offering to answer questions. Additionally, Leo also shared that
geographical proximity to his romantic partner from high school influenced his choice of
college and they ultimately attended the same institution. For Vanessa, the experiences
she had visiting Midwest State allowed her to build relationships with staff and faculty in
the honors program that made her feel comfortable to ask questions in the process. She
also recalled discussing the process with her high school friends who applied to the same
institution and the honors program. Their friend group discussed what they were writing
for essays and spoke about their chances to get in the program and to get scholarships
from the university. Zoe shared that she had a high school friend as well that was
interested in attending Midwest State. She discussed working with this friend and the
friend’s parent, who had attended college, to complete their college and honors
applications. Relationships were critical to the participants experiences in applying to
their institutions.
Relationships within the Honors Program
Relationships continued to be a pivotal point for the participants in their honors
experiences. Participants discussed the impact of mentors, both peer and professional, the
impact of programmatic approaches, and its influences on their identities.
Zoe and Evan discussed key professionals in the institution who were affiliated
with their honors program who mentored them. Zoe describes her hall director in

91
Epítimos Hall as having a pivotal role in her navigating the university successfully and
providing support in her transition to university life.
He became quite an important mentor for me. And in fact, we've like continued
the mentorship relationship past that working relationship. He helped me figure
out a lot of stuff because I just had absolutely no idea how University worked.
For Evan, he built a mentor relationship with an instructor in his program that taught an
honors section of a required major class. Evan also mentioned that while honors was not
the only reason that he met this instructor, it did impact his choice to take an honors
section of a class he was required to take anyways, thus potentially meeting him sooner
than if he had not been in honors.
[Instructor name] probably had a hand in making my life get a little bit better, just
because if anybody could convince me to do something, it was him. I've never
met a man more persuasive. And so, you know, I'm sure that he has once or twice
gotten me to do something that I otherwise wouldn't have done that was good for
me.
Staff and faculty were important relationships to the participants throughout their honors
experience.
Relationships through mentorship. Evan and Vanessa both mentioned the
impact of the mentorship program that was overseen by honors. The goals of this
program appeared to match new students with someone else in the major to help with
adjustment to honors and to the university. Evan describes having a relatively negative
experience with this program due to not finding anyone of the same major to be his
mentor.
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You got to pick, there was a bunch of people on a list, you got to pick which one.
But if there's nobody on that list that's got anything to do with you. Then there's
nobody on that list that's got anything to do with you.
Evan went on to explain that having a mentor assigned to you isn’t as effective as finding
a mentor that you choose because you have things in common. On the other side,
Vanessa described her interactions with her mentor from the program.
And we would have a mentor who like took us through all the requirements,
requirements of the honors program, and also who kind of got us more familiar
with [Midwest State] as a whole, and like talk this through, like, how to register
for classes.
Northern Plains University required an introductory course for all their first-year
students. In this course, second-year students served as teaching assistants and were
assigned as mentors to a group of first-year honors students in the course. Carson related
how his honors teaching assistant mentor developed into friend.
I think like one of my very close like, best friends… that's funny that I think back
is like our relationship [as] really being defined by honors technically. I think of
like other like involvement, like Greek life we were both involved in other things,
but then I realized like, well actually no, like we met through honors college in
my introduction honors course. So yeah, I have honors to thank for that.
Another additional point of relationships with peers was presented through
Vanessa’s leadership role in a student organization specifically for honors students.
Vanessa described working with her leadership team to intentionally to pair students and
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support them based on their interests which led to increased retention in the honors
student organization.
Relationships: Self-Advocacy & Personal Outreach. Evan, Zoe, Leo, and
Vanessa’s experiences showcased the subthemes of the unspoken requirement for selfadvocacy and need for more personalized outreach. The participants in this study
communicated that they knew support was available, but that oftentimes the student had
to make the outreach in accessing that information. Therefore, it was expected that
participants felt welcome to reach out and that they had the contextual information to
know whom to ask. Coincidentally, participants desired more interactions that were
proactive notifications of where and how to find information. Evan remembered there
being a change in staffing that wasn’t well-communicated that made finding out where to
send required paperwork difficult. Zoe did a lot of finding answers herself.
I don't think I ever reached out to the staff of the honors program. I just tried to
like, source the answer to my question myself… I'm just like the personality that
tries to source information by themselves instead of like, bothering people.
Vanessa talked about reaching out to various people to get support for working on her
thesis.
There is a specific like thesis advisor who I talked to several times she's the one
who helped I did like an independent study to complete my thesis and like she's
one who I talked to with that she's the one who completely helped me through like
the prospectus process and like really calming me down and let me know that it
wasn't as stressful as I thought it was
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Evan recalled, “Wow, there should have been a lot more stuff that was trying to get me
involved. But was it that that stuff didn't exist? Or was it that I didn't take advantage of
it?” Leo supported this by noting their unique experience of living off-campus and
receiving emails about opportunities or seeing posters when he visited people who lived
in Epítimos Hall. This tied into Zoe’s experience in the format that the outreach took in
contacting students.
There wasn't personal outreach. And I think that that was definitely a factor. You
know, we would get emails, or I would see flyers for events or something like
that. You know, there would be like, come get coffee with the director of the
honors program or something like that. And that was not something that I ever
chose to go to, because I just didn't feel like it was something for me to actually
do like, who am I to like, go have breakfast with the director, you know?

Zoe specifically noted that a lot more of the support she received in preparing to apply for
graduate school came from involvement with the McNair Scholars than from honors
programming. The McNair Scholarship Program is a federal program that supports the
mentorship and provision of services to student underrepresented in graduate study. The
goal of the program is to assist students with first-generation and racially marginalized
identities to prepare for doctoral programs (Higher Education Act of 1965, 1998 Higher
Education Act Amendments, 1998). The participant’s description of available support
through honors was that it was available and willing to help but felt more reactive with an
onus on students to reach out and request, much different than their experience with the
McNair Program.
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Consequently, Carson’s experience at Northern Plains had a much different
feeling in the atmosphere of asking for support from honors staff.
The actual support staff themself are always great as I think about like the
secretary or just like the actual Dean, and some of them were really very easy to
go in and accessible. Looking back, like, they are crazy, like how accessible they
were from a student standpoint, which is really cool.
From Carson’s explanation, their personal experience and comfort level with asking for
help came from ease of access in developing relationships with honors staff members.
Relationships & Identities. The final subtheme of relationships was the impact of
students’ perceived identities in the program. Vanessa noted that looking back now, the
students and staff in the program was “un-diverse.” However, she noted that there was a
lot of support from fellow students who were also part of the LGBTQ community.
It was nice, like, feeling as though I was in a community that where it was, like,
supportive for me to kind of like explore that identity where like, previously, I
hadn't had that experience.
Leo and Evan both discussed their friend circles being very similar to themselves. Zoe
and Vanessa both named the limited population of first-generation students in the
program. Zoe described that “there was not a lot of attention for first generation students
in the honors program, or in the university as a whole” when she first began at the
university. Vanessa, who would have matriculated later than Zoe further explained.
Like, I'm first generation, but I think that most of the other people in the program,
were not first generation, like, there are a lot of people who, like their parents
went to college, and they like always grown up with the expectation of going to

96
school. So I think that like, it would be nice if there was a push within the
program, to like, try to recruit more students from non-traditional backgrounds
and like do more to make them feel comfortable in the honors program.
Overall, the relationships impacted first-generation honors students’ perspectives of
education throughout their K-12 experience and during the enrollment and persistence in
the university honors program. Participants noted that a lack of visual diversity,
specifically racial diversity, in the students and staff existed in the program. The
relationships theme included the way they were formed and the level of comfort that the
participants had in approaching staff.

Completing the Program
Another emergent theme was the decision of completing the program.
Participants also detailed some of their personal attributes and attitudes that impacted
their completion of the program. The subtheme of the thesis, an independent study
creative or research project, also factored greatly into how participants chose to complete
the honors program as well as impacts from the students’ majors.
Vanessa, Carson, Zoe, and Leo all discussed their personal reasons and attitudes
towards completing the program. Vanessa’s mindset was to complete the program from
the beginning, “it wasn't something that I ever really considered dropping.” Zoe also
always intended to complete the program stating, “it had been my goal all along to
graduate from the Honors Program and it was something that I worked extremely hard
for.” Carson discussed that staying in honors was a bigger choice than initial enrolling as
many people in his program used it as a stepping-stone and leaving honors upon
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admission to their professional health program. Carson shared his reasons for staying as
well.
It was something I greatly enjoyed doing for my own personal enrichment. And
maybe, you know, it did develop some relationships with other honors students,
or honors staff, or then just general faculty who helped me with my honors
projects
Leo, who is still enrolled in the honors program, explained that they are planning to finish
the program stating, “I guess I just kind of had my mind I'm going in as an honor student,
and I need that extra $500 [scholarship]. So it was just going to stick it out through till the
end.” Each participant had multi-faceted reasons for choosing whether to complete the
program.
Thesis
The thesis showed up in most of the conversations related to finishing the
program. The thesis or independent study project was a graduation requirement for both
the honors programs in this study. Evan shared specifically that the thesis was a core
deciding factor in choosing not to complete the honors program.
It was some sophomore/junior year. It pretty much as soon as they told me ‘Hey,
you need to write a thesis’ I started going, ‘I need to do what? What about No.’
Yeah. And that's about when I decided I was not going to complete it.
Evan also discussed not feeling that he was going to receive any more benefit as he had
gotten past the usefulness of priority registration and the “easier” general education
courses.

98
I just didn't want to write a thesis. That was the biggest reason. I didn't want to
write a thesis because I could have stuck out the honors program, even with the
one semester that I had a flub
Evan’s decision to leave the program also held ties to not meeting the GPA status
required by the program for one semester. Looking back, Evan notes now that he realizes
it is something that wasn’t as hard as it seems after knowing other people in his major
program that completed the thesis.
Vanessa also had questioning moments related to completing the thesis as a
barrier to finishing the honors program.
And like the idea of a thesis while it was scary, I think maybe the one time that I
thought about maybe dropping honors was because of the thesis, but then I
quickly like was not as stressed about it, because I actually like went and talked to
students who had completed their thesis because I knew people at all levels and
honors because of [student organization] I was involved in, and like met with an
advisor. Oh, just like meeting with the advisor. Like, it was very nice having
someone fully, like, outline it for me. And also all of the honors theses that have
been written are they have a physical thesis library, but they also have them all
online for the most part. So I was able to look at people who would have done
other like psychology honors theses, and be like, okay, like, I can do this. This is
manageable, like this can be done.
After having received support and encouragement in approaching the thesis, Vanessa
went on to explain the accomplishment she held in completing her thesis.
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My thesis, I think, is academically the thing that I was most proud of during my
undergrad because I don't know, it's just like, so cool to be able to be like, “Hey, I
did all this work on something.” And I don't know, it was just like a really big
accomplishment that I think I'm going to be proud of for like the rest of my life,
you know?
Carson had a contrasting experience where the concept of doing the thesis was further
motivation to continue in the program.
Yeah, I always just really engaged in his [faculty mentor’s] class and it was from
talking to him and kind of exploring things as that's where I decided to continue
the honors program. I really like gotten into the pharmacy school wasn't really
giving it much thought. Like, you know what, like, let's do this because I like I
want to do it for just that opportunity to do that independent study, I think and
then it continued into a research project.
Carson also described his thesis as providing guidance on his future career interests.
I like that it also kind of helped me know like, I enjoy this, but I don't know if I
want to necessarily make that my sole career after like getting into it. Um, I think
that was a really powerful aspect. Like, I know I could I think I would enjoy it,
but I, it reaffirmed my love for but maybe like, also knew that like, it wasn't my
end all be all as I was discovering, like other things.
Leo, the only current student in the program, shared his understanding about the
honors thesis at this point in his experience.
I haven't looked into any of it, or even really know what it is to be honest… I
think I occasionally I've seen like an email, at least last semester, for if you're
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graduating in 2021, to be sure to submit your proposal, whatever that is, but I
never really knew what that was or anything.
Leo further described his perception of how his peers approach the thesis, stating “I think
it's been kind of everyone's just played it by ear, or maybe they know more outside of it
than I do, but nothing that I know of at least so.” Leo also noted that he thought there had
been workshops about the thesis before the pandemic and was hoping there would be
more of those.
Impact of Major
In addition to the thesis, several participants noted that there were differences in
completing the program based on your academic major. Vanessa specifically noted that
her major-specific instructors were familiar with the honors program and supportive of
involvement. She went on to explain as well.
I think it was easier for me to graduate with it. Because I was like a technically
like a liberal arts major, because I was psychology and we built into our like,
degree, we're allowed to take a lot more electives, and other people are like, I
could take honors, specific electives
On the contrary, Zoe discussed her STEM field major and how the culture in STEM was
not supportive of the honors GPA requirements.
I was so motivated to keep the status as an honor student, I was very stressed all
the time that I was going to lose it. Um, the GPA requirements were sometimes
like very difficult for me to keep because of like, weed out culture in the STEM
fields, you know, I was taking very difficult courses. And I was always motivated
to take the more difficult course when it was offered.
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This was a particularly insightful story as Zoe noted that she felt honors was easier to
accommodate in majors that had more flexibility, which was in agreement with
Vanessa’s assessment. Carson’s experience also addressed concern about meeting the
honors program’s GPA requirements for graduation distinction.
I wasn't struggling, but like by honors standards, I was struggling like
academically in my [pre-health program] coursework that like, and I had one bad
year in school, I think too. And then I did well afterwards, but that like brought
my cumulative like GPA like a three four like eight, or like something below the
threshold, I forget what it was. So I had to, like submit, like a special application
to still graduate with honors because I didn't hit the GPA requirement.
Carson also shared his initial concern about this application process but was relieved
upon notification that the panel reviewing his graduation request were individuals
familiar to his honors experiences. As previously mentioned, Carson did note that many
students in his major would leave the honors program to focus on their health
professional program. Therefore, some majors have established stronger footholds in
supporting their students in honors programs.
Chapter Summary
Chapter Four provided a summary of the data recovered from the interview
analysis and the resulting emergent themes. A total of five participants contributed to the
findings in this chapter. These emergent themes were financial incentives, competitive
advantage, checkbox process, residence hall community, relationships, and completing
the program. These themes captured the early perspectives that participants held towards
education as well as the external influences that supported their college and honors
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journeys. The themes of relationships and completing the program expanded on the key
components of engagement and persistence through their honors programs. Chapter Five
will discuss the findings detailed in Chapter Four with regards to its connection to the
current body of literature. Future implications and recommendations for practice will also
be discussed in Chapter Five.
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION & IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE
This study explored the experience of first-generation student in honors colleges
and programs. It addressed the research questions: 1) How do first-generation college
students experience the process of applying to and enrolling in an honors program and 2)
What experiences contribute to first-generation students’ persistence in an honors
program to graduation in an honors program? This was a qualitative, phenomenological
study that gathered data through semi-structured interviews with five participants. Each
participant completed two interviews with the researcher lasting up to one hour. The
following six themes were identified from the analysis of the interview data: financial
incentives, competitive advantage, checkbox process, residence hall community,
relationships, and completing the program. Chapter Five discusses the context of these
themes with the existing body of literature, selected theoretical frameworks, and their
implications on practice within the field. Additional recommendations for future study
are detailed as well.
Discussion
Financial Incentives
The first prominent theme in this study was the role of financial incentives in
choosing honors and their university. The theme of financial incentives included any
financial support that was received through honors or university enrollment such as
textbook scholarships, university-sponsored academic scholarships, and printing services.
In the literature, Cognard-Black and Spisak (2019) noted that low-socioeconomic
students, along with first-generation students, were less likely to enroll in the honors
group in their research based on data collected from the SERU survey. Museus (2014)
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notes that finances are a critical part of the external influences that affect student success
as part of their CECE model, a theoretical framework utilized in this study. Specifically,
Museus (2014) notes the impact of grants and scholarships on student success. In Chapter
Two, I also note that Rosso (2011) found in their study that financial aid was one of the
largest factors educators and policy makers should consider in making higher education
possible. This is consistent with the findings of this study as participants noted that they
chose to attend their institution based on scholarships received from the institution as
well as continuing enrollment in honors based on amenities like textbook scholarships
and free printing. In sum, first-generation students benefit from and are encouraged to
participate in honors through the influence of financial incentives. Honors programs
should continue to offer scholarships and printing services as a recruitment tool for firstgeneration students, especially those who come from low socio-economic backgrounds.
Competitive Advantage
The second theme that emerged from this study was competitive advantage. This
theme is defined as being identified as a superior candidate in the job market or for
admission into a graduate program. In this study, three participants noted that they
perceived honors involvement would help them get a job after graduation while the final
two participants noted that it supported their admission into a professional or graduate
program. This is supported by Cognard-Black and Spisak’s 2019 study that found the job
market as a strong factor for many students in choosing their major and honors. Likewise,
Nichols and Chang (2013) and Kampfe et al. (2016) both found competitive advantage as
a prominent reason that students chose to enroll in the honors programs at their
institutions. Additionally, this perception of the competitive advantage aligns with
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Yosso’s aspirational capital from the CCWM. Aspirational capital captures the “ability to
maintain hopes and dreams for the future, even in the face of real and perceived barriers”
(Yosso, 2005, p. 77). Participants in this study demonstrated the strength of their
aspirational capital through their belief in the competitive advantage of their involvement
in honors. The appearance of this theme in this study provides qualitative backing to
existing, quantitative literature (Kampfe et al., 2016; Nichols & Chang, 2013) promoting
competitive advantage as a reason to enroll in honors. The current study also contributes
that this theme is notable specifically for first-generation students. In sum, the
competitive advantage emergent theme from this study encompasses the perceived
benefits of honors enrollment in the job market and beyond.
Checkbox Process
A third theme that emerged from participants’ experiences is the idea of the
checkbox process. This theme describes the relatively mundane process of applying to
honors as well as the perception that they needed to just “check a box” for some of their
continued honors requirements. In the institutions that these participants attended,
Northern Plains and Midwest State, the application process to apply to honors was not
memorable. It is also important to note that the participants were all either towards the
end of their time in honors or had graduated from the program at the time of their
interview. Participants from Midwest State noted that they just checked a box on their
application to be considered based on their academic profile and a submitted essay. A
participant from Northern Plains discussed being pre-approved to join based on
established criteria. Additionally, a few of the participants recalled the criteria or
“checkboxes” that needed to be completed that included a certain number of honors
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credits each year that included honor course sections and seminars. Wildes (2015)
emphasized that honors should focus on relationships rather than the “checklist” of
required activities. While participants in this study noted many checkboxes that needed to
be met, they each found community and relationships with faculty and other students in
and out of honors that impacted their experience. Honors programs should consider if the
checkboxes they require students to complete align with Aydelotte’s (1944) goals of
honors as a tool for exploration of knowledge and individualized learning in a larger,
standardized system of education.
The concept of the checkbox process ties to literature regarding admissions to
honors as well. The participants in this study were admitted through pre-approved
academic standards and essays which could put less stress on first-generation students
who already meet these standards. This is in contrast with some processes described in
the literature. Smith and Zagurski (2013) noted in their study that an honors program in
Arkansas that included an interview day as part of their selection process into honors
allowed for more information to be shared with potential applicants. This is relevant to
the navigational form of capital introduced in Yosso (2005) which regards the ability to
navigate successfully through difficult systems. A checkbox process requires that the
students have the knowledge and support to know and complete these expected
qualifications. Meanwhile navigational capital is a strength of students’ resilience to
successfully meet these challenges not designed for them. Navigational capital was
particularly poignant in the experience of a participant who noted that “I just had
absolutely no idea how university worked”. The theme of the checkbox process
encompassed how students applied for honors as well as their feelings towards navigating
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its systems. This study introduces the concept of the checkbox process as an additional
point to consider to existing discussions about how first-generation students navigate
systems in higher education.
Residence Hall Community
The fourth emergent theme in this study’s findings was residence hall community.
From this theme, participants shared the positive influences from the friendships and
supportive study environment provided by their honors residence hall. As discussed in
Chapter Two, Rinn (2004) found that the role of honors living learning communities were
positive for academic factors while having controversial impacts on students’ social
development. While Rinn’s study shared concerns for students neglecting other
components of their identity through isolation in an honors community, one participant
explicitly contradicted that concern. This participant shared that through the community
in the honors residence hall, she explored and better defined her religious, political, and
sexual identities with fellow students from various ideological backgrounds. This also
provided examples of two of Museus’ (2014) CECE indicators, opportunities for
meaningful cross-cultural engagement and culturally validating environments.
Two participants shared that their experience living in the honors residential hall
was a positive impact on their academic performance as it helped them avoid what was
referred to as “party culture” and focus on their classes. This supports Engstrom and
Tinto’s (2008) findings that students in a living learning community were more likely to
persist the following year. Participants in this study described how the honors residence
hall provided a supportive study environment through study sessions and being a
welcome place for honors students to come study even after no longer living there. These
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factors demonstrated the social capital of Yosso (2005) as the proximity to other honors
students facilitated the building of supportive networks. The appearance of residence hall
community in this study contributes the knowledge that first-generation students found
meaningful connection in honors living, learning communities to the existing body of
knowledge. This study’s findings explicitly contribute to the existing knowledge about
what is desirable in the living, learning community setting for first-generation honors
students.
Relationships
The fifth emergent theme in this study was relationships. This theme was defined
as encouragement that participants received from their families, K-12 teachers, the social
support in applying to the program, and supportive staff and faculty while enrolled in the
program.
All five participants in the study spoke about the impact of their family
relationships on their collegiate experiences. Family influence was defined for the
purposes of this study as the role of participants’ families in creating motivation, in
encouraging their choices of degree paths, or in connecting them to resources and
assisting with the college application process. Participants discussed family influence
through the lens of family members assisting with applications or influencing motivation.
This is in congruence with Rosso’s (2011) findings from working with Latinx firstgeneration students that including the whole family in the college application process is
an inclusive step. In contrast with Rosso’s study, participants in this study were Whitepresenting students. In the present study, participants mentioned influences of family,
such as reviewing essays, supporting college visits, and serving as a motivation to want to
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achieve what parents or siblings have not, as well as serving as a role model to younger
siblings. This is supported in the literature by Dameron (2018) who notes the excitement
families have to support their high-ability student. The geographic location of families
influenced a couple of participants in choosing their institution. Leo and Carson chose to
attend institutions close in proximity to their families while Zoe chose her university as a
way to have some distance from her family environment. The primarily positive with
some underlying negative impacts of family in this study relates to Gibbons, Rhinehart,
& Hardin’s (2016) concept of the double-edged sword. Family relationships and
influences on the participants in this study mainly occurred during the applications to
college and honors that had long-lasting impacts on their experiences.
The influence of family relationships is supported by both theoretical frameworks
that were selected. Yosso (2005) discusses familial capital as a form of cultural wealth in
their community cultural wealth model (CCWM). The subtheme of influence from family
relationships strongly relates to the familial capital proposed by Yosso (2005). Familial
capital is a form of cultural wealth that promotes a sense of community amongst
individuals and their immediate and extended families (Yosso, 2005). Also, Museus
(2014) CECE model includes family influence as an external input that affects students’
success outcomes prior to their enrollment into higher education. The subtheme of family
influence in this study agrees with theoretical knowledge on this topic. The key takeaway
from family influence is that parents, guardians, and siblings provide critical motivation
and support for first-generation students to enjoy learning and therefore have an interest
in pursuing honors.
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Participants shared the positive and negative influences of teachers and how that
influenced their view of education and their abilities as learners. Study participants
therefore cultivated their academic dispositions through these relationships, which
supports Museus’ (2014) CECE model that describes the role of pre-college inputs in
academic success. Additionally, participants relayed the role of guidance counselors,
friends, teachers, and honors staff members in answering questions during their college
and honors application process. This was another way that the participants in the study
demonstrated Yosso’s social capital through the theme of relationships.
Relationships continued to be important to participants throughout their time in
the program. In this theme is where I noticed the presence or lack of several cultural
responsiveness indicators of Museus’ (2014) CECE model. The cultural responsiveness
indicators are collectivist cultural orientations, humanized educational environments,
proactive philosophies, and availability of holistic support. Participants in the study noted
that there was holistic support available but that it required self-advocacy on the part of
the student to access it. The requirement of self-advocacy was a student compensation for
the lack of proactive philosophies in the experiences of this study’s participants.
Participants also noted that they did not receive a lot of personalized outreach which
demonstrated a need for more proactive philosophies. Participants also named that they
noticed little attention being paid to first-generation students in honors and their
universities as a whole. This opens the door for creating more culturally validating
environments as described by Museus (2014) in honors. The theme of relationships in
this study also supports literature from Walters and Kanak (2016) about the importance
of an effective mentorship program. This theme contributes to the body of knowledge by
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elevating the importance of positive relationships in honors for first-generation students
and clarifying that these students often feel that resources are not meant for them. This is
a clear takeaway that requires action on the part of honors program staff.
Completing the Program
The sixth and final emergent theme from this study was completing the program.
This theme was defined by participants’ personal attributes, attitudes, and other factors
that influenced their choice of whether or not to complete the program. A couple of
participants described their views on completing honors from the very beginning which
demonstrated another of Museus’ individual influences in the form of academic
dispositions. Museus (2014) described academic dispositions as “academic self-efficacy,
academic motivation, and intent to persist” (p. 208). The participants who had completed
the honors program at the time of their interviews described their intention to complete
existing from the beginning of their experience. Additionally, the largest factor that
participants shared about in choosing to complete or not was the thesis requirement. The
participants discussed the navigation of the thesis requirement as well as the difficulty it
created, along with additional roadblocks or support in their specific majors. Participants
shared about their perseverance or seeking of support in completing this requirement.
Yosso’s (2005) navigational and resistant forms of capital were present in the experiences
shared in this study’s data. Zoe demonstrated navigational capital through her persistence
to overcome barriers placed in her way and resistant capital through her motivation to
speak out for the needs of students like herself. Vanessa also demonstrated these forms of
capital by connecting to her social network and using her role in honors organization
leadership to transform the experience of membership for students. Participants’
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decisions to complete their honors program hinged on their personal qualities, the
perspective of the thesis as an obstacle, and their major. As first-generation students are
underrepresented in honors programs, this study provided insight on how to support this
population in persisting and ultimately completing the full honors experience.
Participants in this study specifically note that more support and clear information on
how honors fits into their program would be beneficial from the beginning. This calls on
administrators to identify their retention practices that specifically target creating
validating, supportive atmospheres for first-generation students. Therefore, a key
takeaway from this study is that first-generation students want honors program
requirements to be in consensus with the realities of their degree programs.
The study examined the experiences of first-generation students in applying and
persisting through an honors program. Findings from study were summarized into six
emergent themes: financial incentives, competitive advantage, checkbox process,
residence hall community, relationships, and completing the program. These themes
relate into the theoretical framework of this study through Yosso’s (2005) different forms
of capital, namely aspirational, familial, social, and navigational. Additionally, Museus’
(2014) CECE model had fewer representations in the data but had several connections
into their described pre-college inputs and external influences. Some of the nine
indicators of a culturally engaging campus environment were noted in individual
circumstances of participants but none were overarching to all participants. The findings
in this study contribute to further knowledge by centering the experience of firstgeneration students who are underrepresented in honors enrollment. Next, I provide
suggestions for future practice as well as identifying future areas of research.
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Implications for Practice
There are many implications on current practice for student affairs educators,
specifically honors administrators, in support of first-generation students. The first
implication is to consider how communication with first-generation students is
approached. Most participants in the current study noted that they did not recall
individualized, proactive communication when they were applying to the program. The
one participant who did remember this communication explained feeling more
comfortable in asking for help from honors staff members after enrolling in the program.
In addition to more proactive contact, the format of the contact should be examined as
well. Participants recalled mass emails and flyers that did invite them to events for
support or to interact with staff members but did not feel that those were intended for
them. Rendón and Muńoz (2011) suggest that academic and interpersonal validation are
important for the success and retention of non-traditional student populations. They
suggest that “external validation is initially needed to move students toward
acknowledgement of their own internal self-capableness and potentiality” (p. 17). Honors
programs could incorporate opportunities for supported mentorship between students and
faculty and staff owing to the influence of positive relationships that were described by
participants in Chapter Four. Therefore to retain first-generation students in honors
programs, administrators and faculty need to create validating environments.
Another area of practice to consider is recruitment messaging and tactics for new
students. One participant in this study shared that their confidence was very low about
being accepted to honors since they had not been able to be involved in a variety of
extracurriculars in high school. Therefore, recruitment information in flyers, emails, and
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the website should be evaluated for potential bias in the language that may feel
exclusionary to first-generation students from low-socioeconomic backgrounds based on
the experiences shared by one of the participants in this study. Zoe shared that she
interpreted messaging that honors wanted “more than just good grades” as an indicator
that she might not belong due to her limited options to pursue extracurricular
involvement. Addressing exclusionary language in promotional materials could also
lessen students’ encounters with imposter syndrome. By de-aggrandizing the quantity of
requirements to be considered for honors, more students may choose to apply instead of
self-selecting themselves out. This could include providing specific instruction with
students to share the skills and experiences they gained during part-time jobs or caring for
family in high school. Also, providing specific recruitment days or an online video series
that is specific to first-generation students could increase the enrollment of this
population. Focused events for first-generation students may be able to more effectively
target their questions as well as providing an opportunity to involve their families in the
process, a suggestion from Rosso (2011). I recommend that honors staff members hold
virtual sessions that focus on parents’ and families’ questions about honors involvement
A recommendation proposed by a couple of participants in this study suggested that
honors build partnerships with the McNair Scholars program and TRiO programs to
recruit eligible, first-generation students. Partnering with other organizations or having an
honors presence at their events could enable the diversity and inclusion principles that
honors programs claim to value and teach.
The thesis was a large, looming point of the honors experience for each
participant. Several participants discussed that they either thought about not completing
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or did choose to leave the honors program solely based on the intimidation of the thesis.
Several participants noted that upfront explanations of the thesis process would be helpful
at the beginning of their honors experience. These participants explained the “you’ll
figure out eventually” messaging that they received as not meeting their needs.
Embedding opportunities earlier on in the honors experience would positively assuage
some of the anxiety around the thesis requirement. In practice this could involve
proactive pairing of honors students with a faculty mentor or utilizing a seminar course as
an introduction where students can explore potential topics. Lastly, I recommend that
honors programs evaluate the usefulness of the thesis requirement and what learning is
measured by students completing it in order to graduate with honors.
As discussed earlier in this chapter, there was not a ubiquitous presence of the
nine indicators of a culturally engaging campus environment amongst all the participants.
These indicators seemed to be one-off, coincidental experiences. This finding should
raise the awareness of honors administrators as an area to assess and improve upon in
their programs and colleges. Administrators should engage in gathering feedback from
students regarding areas of program growth in the CECE cultural relevance indicators of
cultural familiarity, culturally relevant knowledge, cultural community service,
opportunities for cross-cultural engagement, and culturally validating environments. I
suggest that holding easily accessible focus groups and providing space for anonymous
feedback, like a survey, to hear students as a first step. Secondly, I encourage
administrators to provide continuing education to honors faculty and staff to learn about
the diverse students they serve. Lastly, honors should reflect on its impact and ability to
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engage with the community it is located in as well as how students are empowered to
serve their home communities.
Administrators also need to reflect on how their programs, honors curriculum, and
living, learning communities foster or inhibit the CECE cultural responsiveness
indicators. These are collectivist cultural orientations, humanized educational
environments, proactive philosophies, and availability of holistic support. The core of
these four indicators is rooted in relationships can be assessed by entrance conversations
with incoming students and exit conversations with graduating seniors or those electing
to leave the program. While competitive advantage was discussed as a positive in
previous literature (Kampfe, et al., 2016; Nichols & Chang, 2013), this study identified it
as a barrier to collectivist cultural orientations. Honors can build a more collectivist
approach through affirming, proactive programming that reaches all their students to
promote their sense of belonging and to combat imposter syndrome. Additionally, this
could include developing affinity groups within their programs for students to share their
common experiences based on college generational status or other identities prominent in
their student population. Next, I recommend evaluating curriculum and instruction
practices that reflect the student population, are proactive in addressing issues, and center
relationships with students above arbitrary grading practices. This would address the need
for a humanized education environment. Lastly, I beseech administrators to examine how
communication with students is conducted as well as the user-friendliness of systems that
students use to make contact with staff and administrators. This aimed at making holistic
support more available and letting students know that it is for them. There are many
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methods that honors programs can pursue to create more culturally responsive
environments.
Recommendations for Future Research
In this study, the experiences of first-generation students in honors programs was
explored. Further areas for research in this topic could include a focus on first-year
students who have just been accepted or are currently in the process of applying to
honors. In this study, four participants had graduated, and a fifth participant was in their
third year. There were some limits to participants’ memory as we discussed the recruiting
and admissions process, so this study likely did not capture all the details of that
experience. Exploring the experience of first-generations students while they are actively
engaging in the process may provide additional perspectives than those impacted by the
time lapse in this study.
Additionally, this study focused on first-generation students in honors programs at
public, four-year institutions. Thus, another area for future research could look into
honors experiences of first-generation students at private institutions or two-year
institutions. Differences in the size and location of institutions, and their corresponding
policies and ways of establishing and maintaining relationships, could mark how firstgeneration students experience honors programs in these different types of institutions.
Likewise, the physical space and community of the honors residence hall was
noted as impactful in the experiences shared by participants. Future research should look
into the differences between the experiences of first-generation students who do not live
in an honors living learning community. As well, examining the students’ sense of
belonging through the frame of elitism in honors residence halls is a prime area for
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research. One participant, Zoe, shared her experience as noted in Chapter Four, “I kind of
felt like I was in this constant game of charades.” Additionally, how elitism in honors
programs and honors physical spaces is experienced is another area that should be
examined. This study only scraped the surface of how first-generation students from
various social classes may experience the need to achieve excellence in all they do.
Therefore future researchers should explore the impact of interpersonal dynamics in how
honors students perceive elitism as a construct in their spaces.
Related to the previous recommendation, researchers should also investigate the
competition that exists amongst honors students. First-generation students may come
from backgrounds that demonstrate more collectivist approaches, an indicator of Museus
(2014) CECE model. Therefore, honors programs that encourage an atmosphere of
additional competition could inhibit first-generation students’ sense of belonging.
Imposter syndrome seems to have a presence in honors students’ desire to do well and
should also be examined in conjunction.
This study did not include any Students of Color. Future research should also
examine the experiences of Students of Color in honors programming. One of the
participants from this study noted “I feel like they could have done a lot more for other
communities to feel comfortable, like I am having a hard time placing like any people of
color in my honors classes.” This is supported by Cognard-Black and Spisak (2019) who
found that only 30% of students in NCHC affiliated honors programs were Students of
Color and was discussed in Chapter Two. There is a prominent gap in the literature
regarding the experiences of first-generation Students of Color in honors.
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Finally, the last area of recommended future research regards this study’s finding
of a “checkbox” process. The origins of honors in the United States as envisioned by
Frank Aydelotte and discussed in Chapter Two pushed back against the idea of
standardization in higher education. Therefore, it is worth further examination of
students’ perception of current honors requirements as boxes to check rather than an
engaging experience in order to evaluate whether honors is fulfilling its historical,
foundational purpose.
Conclusion
The purpose of this research study was to explore the experience of firstgeneration students and their decisions to enroll and persist in an honors program. The
research questions that guided this study were 1) How do first-generation college students
experience the process of applying to and enrolling in an honors program and 2) What
experiences contribute to first-generation students’ persistence in an honors program to
graduation? This study collected data through two, semi-structured interviews, up to 60
minutes in length with each of the five participants. The themes that emerged from these
interviews were financial incentives, competitive advantage, checkbox process, residence
hall community, relationships, and completing the program.
As described in the literature and supported through data in this study, honors
programming provides several high-impact practices such as fostering student
relationships with faculty and student-student relationships in a living learning
community. However, the literature also identifies that first-generation students are
under-represented in honors programming (Cognard-Black & Spisak, 2019). This study
aimed to address a gap in the literature regarding the intersection of first-generation
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students who are also honors students. As a result, the findings of this study suggest that
developing relationships with teachers and faculty are critical supports of the success of
first-generation honors students. Reasons that first-generation participants shared for
pursuing honors linked back to a competitive edge in the job market and financial support
during their college experience as well as encouragement from family. This study
contributes these takeaways to the literature that envelops the values of students who are
both first-generation and enrolled in honors. Suggestions regarding future research with
this population were shared. From this study, it is clear that cultivating an environment
that supports first-generation students by valuing relationships and proactively
welcoming this population of students is a growth area for honors programs and colleges.
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Appendix A: Recruitment Announcement

My name is Kali Sloup. I am conducting a study on the experience of first-generation
college students enrolled in an honors program. If you are 19 years of age or older, you
may participate in this research.

Volunteers Needed For Research Study

Honors Students’ Experiences
Educational Administration graduate student, Kali Sloup is conducting
research to understand the experience of first-generation students at a
large, public four-year institution through enrollment in an honors program.
• Students enrolled in the university honors program
You will be asked to participate in two interviews and involves a three-hour
time commitment. Participation will take place using Zoom video
conferencing There are no risks involved in this research.

Please email Kali Sloup
klenhoff2@huskers.unl.edu if you would like to participate
or with any questions
IRB# 20661
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Appendix B: Social Media Recruitment

Figure 2: Primary image seen on the Instagram post

Figure 3 Second image feature on the Instagram post. This can be seen after swiping right on the first image.

Caption used on Instagram feed: Are you interested in research? Get experience as a
participant in a research study while helping a former honors student complete her
master’s degree! Share the knowledge and unique perspectives that only YOU have as a
first-generation student in an honors program or college! Email
klenhoff2@huskers.unl.edu or DM @kaysuelen with questions or to participate! #honors
#honorscollege #honorsprogram #honorsgrad #honorsstudent #firstgen #research
Caption used on Instagram story share: Tap on the image to learn more about sharing
your honors experience!
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Appendix C: First Interview Protocol
First Interview Protocol –
Researcher: “Hello, [name]. Thank you for meeting with me today. Is now still a good
time for you to do this interview? You have the right to stop participating at any time. Is
it okay that this interview is recorded? This recording will not be shared. To confirm,
[alias] is the pseudonym you have chosen to be referred to during the study. If you need
access to counseling services as a result of this interview, they are available at
[information redacted to protect privacy]. I have also copied this number into the chat.
You have been provided with an informed consent form detailing the purposes,
procedures, and limited risk of participation in this student. Do you consent to
participate in this study?

Order Research Question
1
2
3
4

5

6

7

How do firstgeneration college
students experience
the process of
applying to and
enrolling in an
honors program?

Interview Question
Tell me about what your perspective of education when
you were growing up?
Who or what has contributed to your success in
education?
Tell me about how you chose your university.
How did you find out about the honors program at your
university?
What or who inspired you to apply to the honors
program?
5a. Did anyone reach out to you individually to
encourage you to apply? If so, tell me about that
interaction.
What was the process of applying to honors like?
6a. What interactions with people in the honors
program did you have during this process?
How did you feel during the application process?
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8

9

7a. What previous experiences or relationships
developed prior to being in the honor’s program
contributed to your success in the honors program?
What resources did you seek out for support in learning
about and applying to honors?
8a – Who did you seek out?
What strengths did you feel you brought to your honors
program?
Is there anything else you would like to share about
your experience enrolling in honors?

Researcher: Thank you for your time today. This is the end of the questions that I have
today. I will create a summary of our interview for you to review during our next
meeting. I will provide this to you via email the day before our next interview. We will
discuss it at the beginning of the second interview. I have put the interview scheduler link
[https://calendar.x.ai/kalisloup/participants] into the chat, please use this to select a
convenient time for our next interview. Do you have any additional comments or
questions for me?
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Appendix D: Second Interview Protocol

Researcher: Thank you for meeting with me again today. Do you have any feedback about
the summary of our last interview that I sent you?

[Allow time for response from participant]

Is now still a good time for you to do this interview? You have the right to stop
participating at any time. Is it okay that this interview is recorded?

Research
Order

Interview Question
Question

1

How do you feel about being an honors student?
What important relationships have you built as an honors
student?

2

3

4

What experiences
contribute to
first-generation
students
persistence in an
honors program
to graduation in
an honors
program?

2a. What, if any, people or ways of doing things in the
honors program helped you feel more comfortable in,
more motivated, or more capable in the honor’s program?
What positive experiences have you had as an honors
student?
3a. How has honors participation encouraged or
discouraged your involvement with your community?
3b. What has been most beneficial to you?
What experiences do you want to have as an honors
student?
4a. Who or what resources would you want to seek out for
fulfilling those experiences?
Do you intend to graduate from the honors program at
your institution?

5
5a. How did you reach this decision? What factors
influenced you in this choice?
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What supports have you encountered as an honors
student?
6

7

6a. Have these supports been easy to access? Do you feel
that your questions have been answered?
What challenging experiences have you encountered as an
honors student?
7a. What concerns do you have going forward?
What impact will involvement in honors have on your
future goals?

8
8a. Are there any skills you feel you built by being
involved with honors?
How has involvement in honors made you think about
identities you hold?
9

9a. How has the identities of the faculty and staff you have
worked with impacted your view of your own identities?
9b. How has the identities of your peers and those you’ve
met in honors impacted your view of your own identities?
How have you engaged with people different from you as
a student in honors?

10
10a How have you engaged with people similar to you in
honors?
Is there anything you wish you would’ve known ahead of
time? Or any part of honors you weren’t expecting when
you first signed up? Is there anything additional you
would like to share about your experience in honors?

Researcher: Thank you for your time today. This is the end of the questions that I have
today. I will create a summary of our interview for you to review during our next
meeting. I will provide this to you via email. Please email me any feedback that you have
about the summary. Do you have any additional comments or questions for me now?
ALLOW TIME FOR RESPONSE
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Researcher: As a reminder, if you need access to counseling services as a result of this
interview, they are available at [information redacted to protect privacy]. I have also
copied this number into the chat.
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Appendix E: Informed Consent

IRB Project ID #: 20661
1. Participant Study Title: The Experience of First-Generation Students in Honors
Programs
2. Invitation
Hello,
My name is Kali Sloup. I am conducting a study on the experience of first-generation
college students enrolled in an honors program. If you are 19 years of age or older, you
may participate in this research.
3. What is the reason for doing this research study?
This is a research project that focuses on first-generation students’ experiences of applying
to and enrolling in an honors program. In order to participate you must be 19 years of age or
older, be enrolled in an honors program, and be a first-generation college student or you must
be a graduate of an honors program from 2016 or later and also a first-generation student.

4. What will be done during this research study?
Participation in this study will require approximately 2 hours of time for interviews and
no more than 1 hour for follow up questions during a member checking process
conducted via Zoom and email for a total of a 3 hour time commitment. You will be
asked to participate in two, one-hour individual interviews with the researcher during the
month of January 2021. The interviews will take place approximately one-two weeks
apart. Participation will take place via Zoom videoconferencing for both interviews.
5. What are the possible risks of being in this research study?
There are no known risks to you from being in this research study.
6. What are the possible benefits to you?
You are not expected to get any benefit from being in this study.
7. Will you be compensated for being in this research study?
We will not pay you to take part in this study or pay for any out of pocket expenses
related to your participation.
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8. How will information about you be protected?
Reasonable steps will be taken to protect the privacy and the confidentiality of your study
data; however, in some circumstances we cannot guarantee absolute privacy and/or
confidentality.
This study involves the collection of private information (name, dates, etc.). Even if
identifiers (name, dates, etc.) are removed, information collected as part of research will
not be used or distributed for future research studies. Individual level responses could be
shared, but will be de-identified and will not be able to be connected back to you.
The research records will be securely stored electronically through University approved
methods and will only be seen by the research team and/or those authorized to view,
access, or use the records during and after the study is complete.
Those who will have access to your research records are the study personnel, the
Institutional Review Board (IRB), and any other person, agency, or sponsor as required
by law or contract or institutional responsibility. De-identified information from this
study may be published in scientific journals or presented at scientific meetings and may
be reported individually, or as group or summarized data but your identity will be kept
strictly confidential.
9. What are your rights as a research subject?
You may ask any questions concerning this research and have those questions answered
before agreeing to participate in or during the study.
For study related questions, please contact the investigator(s):
Principal Investigator: Kali Sloup
Email: klenhoff2@huskers.unl.edu
Secondary Investigator: Stephanie Bondi Ph.D. Email: sbondi2@unl.edu
For questions concerning your rights or complaints about the research contact the
Institutional Review Board (IRB):
• Phone: 1(402)472-6965
• Email: irb@unl.edu
10. What will happen if you decide not to be in this research study or decide to stop
participating once you start?
You can decide not to be in this research study, or you can stop being in this research
study (“withdraw’) at any time before, during, or after the research begins for any reason.
Deciding not to be in this research study or deciding to withdraw will not affect your
relationship with the investigator or with the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, your home
institution, or your honors program.
You will not lose any benefits to which you are entitled.

139
Documentation of Informed Consent
You are voluntarily making a decision whether or not to participate in this research study.
By scheduling and participating in an interview with the researcher, you have given your
consent to participate in this research. You should print a copy of this page for your
records.

